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I>ART ONE 




I 

X AVIER FRONTENAC glanced shyly at his sister-in- 
law. She was sitting very upright on the chair which 
she had drawn to the fire. She n\adc no use of its back, 
and she was knitting. He could see that she was annoyed, and 
tried to remember what he had said at dinner. His remarks, 
in retrospect, seemed to him to have been completely iiuiocent 
of offence. 

His eyes were focused on the great bed jvith its twisted 
columns, in which eight years before, his brother, Michel 
Frontenac, had died with such agonizing slowness. In imagina- 
tion he could soil see the head thrown back, the massive neck, 
the imsliavcn stubble, and the cloud of June flies which he had 
been imable to keep from settling on the sweat-covered face. 
Nowadays, they might have tried trepanning. Michel might 
have been saved, might be with them now. . . . Xavier could 
not take his eyes from the bed, from die walls, though it was 
not in this room that his brother had died. ^ week after the 
funeral Blanche Frontenac, and her five children, had left their 
home in the rue Vital-Carles, and taken refuge on the third 
floor of the house in the rue de Cursol, where her mother, 
Madame Amaud-Miqueu lived. But the old blue curtains, with 
their patterning of yellow flowers, still hung before the 
windows and aroimd the bed. The chest-of-drawers and the 
wardrobe still ^aced one another as in the old room. On the 
mantelpiece the bronze Aatuettc of Faith still stood - a woman 
in a high-necked, long-sleeved dress. Only the lamp was differ- 
ent. Madame frontenac had bought one of an improved design, 
much admired by all the members of the fiunily: an alabaster 
column topped b^ a glass container in which a broad wick, 
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like a tape-worm, lay soaking. The flame sprouted a cluster of 
incandescent petals. The shade was a jumble or cream-coloured 
lace, adorned with bunches of artifidal violets. 

This marvel served as a lure for the children. They were 
always hui^ry for reading. In honour of Uncle Xavier, they 
were allowed to stay up until half-past nine. The two eldest, 
Jean-Louis and Jos6, bad wasted not a moment before getting 
down to their books - the two first volumes of Alexandre de 
Lamothe’s GamisarJs. Lying at full length on the floor, with 
their fingers stuffed in thdr cars, they were deep in the story, 
and lost to all else. XaAdcr Frontcnac could see nothing but their 
round, cropped heads, theft: projecting ears, their big knees, all 
scratched and scarred, their grubby legs, and their nailed boots 
with the laces tied in knots. 

Yves, the youngest, whom no one would have thought was 
ten years old, was not reading. He sat perched on a stool at 
his mother’s side, rubbing hb face against her knees, as though 
trying, instinctively, to get back into the body fi:om which he 
had emerged. He was thinking that between tomorrow’s black- 
board, between Monsieur Roche’s German lesson, and going 
to bed, a whole blessed night would intervene. ‘I may die - 1 
may f^l ill’ ... He had deliberately forced himself to over-eat 
of every disli. 

Bchmd the bed, the two Utde girls, DaniHc and Marie, sat 
learning their catechism. Their uncontrollable and stifled 
lat^htcr could be plainly heard. Even at home the atmosphere 
of the Sacred Heart isolated them. They could think of 
nothing but their mistresses and their school-fronds, and, quite 
often, lay talking in their twin beds until as kte as eleven 
o’clock. 

Xavier Frontcnac looked at the buUct-heads gathered at his 
feet, at Michel’s children, at the^t of the Frontenacs. Lawyer 
and man of business though he was, he fdt^his throat contract. 
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His heart beat guicker. This cluster of flesh and blood was his 
brother’s l^ac^ Being, as he was, indiflerent to anything of a 
religious nature, he would have hated to think that there was 
even the hint of a mystery in his feelings. The particular char- 
acteristics of his nephews meant nothing to him. Jean-Louis was 
a schoolboy brimming over with Hfe and intelligence; but, had 
he been no more than a brainless young animal, his tmde 
would not have loved him less. What gave them value in his 
eyes had nothing to do with individual quaUdes. . 

“Half-past nine,” exclaimed Blanche Frontenac; “time for 
bed - and don’t forget to say your prayers.” 

On the evenings when Uncle Xavier was present, prayers 
were not said in common. 

“Don’t take your books upstairs with you.” 

“How far have you got?” - asked Jean-Louis of his brother. 

“I’m just at the bit where Jean CavaUcr . . .” 

The htde girls presented dieir damp foreheads to their unde. 
Yves hung back. 

“You wilt come and tuck me up, mamma, won’t you?” 

“Not if you sot such store by it.” 

The sickliest of her boys looked back at hef from the door 
with an imploring expression. His socks were barely visible 
above his shoes.* His thin Htde face was all ears. His left lid 
drooped and almost completely hid the eye. 

When the children had gone, Xavier Frontenac continued 
to observe his sister-in-law. She was still on the defensive. In 
what way had ^e wounded her? He had spoken of women who 
had a strong s^e of duty, women of whom she was typical. 
He did not realizse that the widow*found praise of that sort 
peculiarly exasperating. The poor man was for ever, with a sort 
of heavy insistence, extolling the splendours of sacrifice, declar- 
ing that there was nothing lo^0Hier in the world than the &ith- 
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ful devotion of a woman to her dead husband, than her 
absorption in her children. It was only in ter^ of the yoimg 
Frontenacs that she existed for him at all. It never occurred to 
him that she might be a young and lonely woman, still capable 
of sadness and despair. He* was not interested in her personal 
destiny. So long as she did not re-marry, so long as she gave 
herself to the bringing up of Michel’s children, he cared Httle 
what might happen to her. That was what Blanche could never 
forgive. Not4hat she felt any regrets. On the very threshold of 
her widowhood she had taker! stock of her sacrifice and 
accepted it. Nothing could have made her go back on her 
decision. But she was a tvery rel^ious woman, somewhat 
scrupulous and arid in her piety, and it would never have 
occurred to her that without God she could have found the 
strength to live as she had determined to do, for she was young 
and ardent, and her heart was hungry. If, on this particular 
evening, Xavier had had eyes to sec he might well have felt 
a moment’s pity - seeing the litter of books on the floor, and 
all the jumble of the abandoned nest - for this tragic mother 
with the black eyes, and the sick, lined face, in whom the traces 
of a former beahty still warred with wrinkles and approaching 
age. Her greying, rather untidy hair gave her the neglected 
look of a woman who has nothing to look forward to. The 
black bodice, buttoned down the firont, drew attention to her 
thin shoulders and sagging breast. Everything about her told 
of fatigue, of that exhaustion felt by a mother whose children 
are eating her alive. What she wanted was not to be admired 
and pitied, but to be understood. Her brothetin-bw’s blind 
indifference so angered her that she became violent and unjust. 
As soon as he was not v^th her, she was overcome with re- 
morse, and beat her breast; but her good resolutions were not 
proof against the presence of that inexpressive face, of that 
httle man with the bUnd eyes, for whom {he scarcely existed 
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at all, who wo^ld gladly have wiped her altogether from his 
mind. 

There was the sound of a small voice. Yves was calling. He 
could not control his terror, yet dreaded lest he might be 
heard. 

“Oh, that child ! ” 

Blanche Frontcnac got up, but went first to the two older 
boys. They were already fast asleep, with scapulars clutched 
in their grubby hands. She tucked them in, and, with her 
thumb, traced a cross upon their foreheads. Then she went into 
the girls’ room. A light w’as showiiig under tlig door. As soon 
as they heard their mother they extinguished it. Madame 
Frontcnac re-lit the candle. On the table betw'een the tw’o beds 
some sections of an orange were lying on a doll’s plate. Another 
plate contoined nibbled chocolate and a few crumbs of biscuit. 
The little imps were hiding under the sheets, and Blanche could 
see no more of them than plaits of hair tied with faded ribbon, 

“No dessert . . . and I shall make a note in your conduct 
book that you have been disobedient.’’ 

She removed the remains of the “midnight feast”. But, as 
she closed the door, she heard a little splutter of laughter behind 
her. In the room next door, Yves was lying wide awake. He 
alone was allowed to have a night-light. His shadow sliowed 
upon the wall, the head looking enormous, tlic neck no bigger 
than a flower’s stalk. He was sitting up in bed, and crying. He 
buried his face in liis mother’s dress so as not to hear her 
reproaches. Shj had meant to scold him, but could hear the 
wild beating of his heart* could feel ;^ainst her body the pres- 
sure of his skinny Hbs and shoulder-blades. At such times, made 
aware of the almost endless possibilities of suffering in the small 
creature before her, she was conscious of something very like 
terror, and fell to eomforting him. 
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“My litde silly . . . my little donkey. How ifsay times have 
I told you that you are not alone? Jesus lives in the hearts of 
little children. '>^en you are frightened, you should call on 
him, and he will comfort you.” 

“No, he won’t, because I ha\’e committed terrible sins. . . . 
It’s different with you, mummy: when you’re there, I know 
that you are tliere . . ..I can touch you and feel you. . . . Oh, do 
stay a litde longer! ” 

She told him that he must go to sleep, that Uncle Xavier was 
waiting for her. She assured him that he was in a state of grace. 
There was nothing about her litde boy, she said, that she did 
not know. He grew calmbr. From time to time, but at long 
intervals, a sob shook him. 

Madame Frontenac tip-toed from the room. 




she entered the room, Xavier Frontenac gave a start. 

“I think I must have dropped off. . . I find these 
tours of inspection round the family estates rather 


tiring.” 

“Well, you have no one to blame but yourself” - there was 
a note of bitterness in Blanche’s voice: “why on earth must 
you choose to live in Angouleme, so (ai ffon^aU of us? You 
could quite easily have sold your practice after Michel died. 
It would have been die most natural thin^ in the world for 
you to have made your home in Bordeaux, and taken his place 
in the business. ... I know, of course, that we hold the 
majority of the shares, but the man who re:dly runs it is Dussol, 
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Michel’s partner. Not diat I have anydiii^ against him: he’s 
a thoroughly dnent man: stiU, the hct remains that because 
of you, my boyS will find it increasingly difficult to fit into the 
famil y concern.” 

She realized, even while she was speaking, how unfair it was 
of her to blame her brother-in-law. His failure to defend him- 
self amazed her. Not one word of protest did he utter, but 
sat with hanging head as though she had laid her finger on some 
hidden wound. It would have been so easy for him to have 
made a case for himself, to have reminded her how, after old 
Frontcnac’s death, which had followed hard on the heels of 
Michel’s, he had renounced aU his pwn holdings in the pro- 
perty, and made them over to the cliildren. Bl5iche, at first, 
had thought that he had done so in order to free himself from 
the tiresome necessity of keeping a watchful eye on the estates. 
But so far was this from being the case, that he had offered to 
“run” the vineyards, in which he had ceased to have any lot 
or part, solely in the interests of his nephews. Every other 
Friday, no matter what die state of the weather, he left Angou- 
lenie round about three o’clock, caught a train at Bordeaux 
whidi landed him at La.igon, where either diewictoria or the 
brougham, according as the day was hot or cold, was "waiting 
for him at the station. About tv.o kilometres from the litde 
town, just before reaching Prcignac, on the main road, the 
carriage turned in at a gate, and Xavier caught the bitter and 
familiar smell of ancient box. 

Two wings, built by their great-grandfather, completely 
ruined the fa 9 ade of the eighteenth-century monastery which 
had been the h^e of so,many generations of Frontenacs. He 
climbed the curved entrance-steps, and at once his nose was 
assailed by the peculiar odour which winter damp imparts to 
old hangings. Though his parents had survived their eldest son 
for only a short while, the house had remained open. The 
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gardener was still living in one of the cottages on the estate. 
A coachman, a cook, and a housemaid had myed on to look 
after Felicia, old Frontenac’s youngest sister, 'who had been 
“backward” from birth (it was said that the doctor had been 
too v^orous in his manipulation of the forceps). 

Xavier’s first concern, on these occasions, was to look for 
his aunt. In fine weather, he would find her dawdling under 
the glass canopy ovC!r the porch; in winter, drowsing by the 
kitchen fire» He showed no fear of the permanently upturned 
eyes, of which only the veined whites were visible, of the 
twisted mouth, of the strange fluff of youthful beard around her 
chin. He kissed the old lady on the forehead with tender respect, 
for the name of this monstrous apparition was Felicia Frontenac. 
She was a member of the family, his father’s sister, the sole 
remaining representative of her generation. When the gong 
sounded for dinner, he approached the poor, mindless creature, 
gave her his arm, led her into the dining-room, sat her down 
opposite him, and fastened a napkin round her neck. It was 
doubtful whether he even noticed the food dribbhng from the 
horrible mouth, or heard her eructations. The meal over, he 
led her out wkh the same ceremony, and handed her over to 
the care of old Jeannette, 

Left to himself, he made his way to the immense room in 
the wing which looked out on to the river and the slope of the 
hill, the room which, for so many years, he and Michel had 
shared. In winter-time a fire was kept burning there all day 
long. In fine weather, the windows were left open, and he 
could look out at the vineyards apd the pastures. A nightingale 
ceased its song in the catalpa tre^ where Nightingales had 
always been. . . . Michd, as a young mat\, used to get up in 
order to listen to them. In imagination, Xavier could see the 
white, lanky figure leaning out over the garden. Half asleep, 
he would call out to him; “Gome back to bed, Michel: it’s 
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silly to run the qsk of catching a cold! ” For a bare handful 
of days and mghts the flowering vines would smell of 
mignonette. . . . 

He opened a volume of Balzac, in an attempt to rid himself 
of ghosts. But the book slipped from his hands. He thought of 
Michel, and tears came into his eyes. 

Always, at eight o’clock next morning, the carriage was 
waiting, and he spent the day visiting his nephews’ land. From 
Cemes in the marsh, where the grape crop gives a heavy wine, 
he went to Respide, on the* outskirts of Saint-Croix-aux- 
Monts, where the vines are as good as in Sauternc: then, over 
towards Couamcres, on the Castcljaloux road,^whcre cattle 
were raised, but always at a dead loss. 

Everywhere he went he had to make enquiries, study 
account bt>oks, smell out\hc tricks and cunning of peasants 
who would have got the better of him but for the am^nymous 
letters which he found each week in his post. Fuially, having 
done his duty by the cliildrcn, he returned to the house so 
worn out that, after a hurried meal, he went straight to bed. 
He thought that he was sleepy, but sleep A\ou]d not come. 
The dying fire woke him with its flicker of lov? flames on the 
ceding and the mahogany chairs - or, in springtime, the night- 
ingale to which the ghc^st of Micucl still listened. 

Next morning, bt*ing Sunday, Xa\'ier got up late, put on 
a starched shirt, a pair of striped trousers, a short jacket, made 
of clotli or alpaca, narrow, pointed button-boots, a bowler or 
a straw hat, and made his way to the ccmttcry. The custodian, 
seeing him app^ach, made him a sign of w^elcomc. Xavier did 
Iiis best, with endless tips, to win the man’s favour in the 
interests of the dead. That was the mbst he could do for them. 
Sometimes his pointed boots stuck in the mud, sometimes they 
were covered in dust from the cinder paths. The sanctified 
earth was a maze of molorurf?. He, a Hving Frontenac, stood 
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uncovered in the presence of all the Fronte^acs who had to 
dust returned. There was nothing he could say, nothing he 
could do. Like most of his contemporaries, obscure and eminent 
alike, he was walled up in his materialism, his deter minism , 
prisoner of a universe that was infinitely more limited than 
Aristotle’s had ever been. He stood, holding his bowler in his 
left hand while, with his right, just to keep himself in counten- 
ance in this city of the dead, he plucked a few overblown roses. 

In the afternoon, the five o’clock express took him back to 
Bordeaux. After buying some cakes and some sweets, he rang 
his sister-in-law’s doorbell. There was a sound of scampering 
footsteps in die passage. The children cried: “It’s Uncle 
Xavier!” Small hands scrabbled competitively at the latch. 
Nephews and nieces flung themselves between his legs, eager 
for parcels. 

“I’m sorr)', Xavier” - Blanche Frontenac was saying (her 
second thoughts were always kindly) : “you must forgive me - 
I’m not always mistress of my nerves. . . . You arc a model 
uncle. Of that I need no reminder. . . .” 

As always, he seemed not to hear, or, rather, to attach no 
importance to, what she was saying. With his hands tucked 
under liis coat-tails, he paced the room. Widi a round .and 
anxious eye he murmured that it was “no good doing tilings 
by halves. . . .” Once again the certainty was borne in on 
Blanche that she had deeply wounded him. She did what she 
could to reassure him. There was no reason at all, she said, 
why he should live in Bordeaux if he preferred to stay on in 
Angoulcme, or concern himself with the sale of timber, if he 
had a liking for the law.' She added: 

“I know that your practice is small, and docs not really take 
up all your time . . .” 

Again, a look of fear came into his eyes, as tiiough he were 
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terrified lest she rtiight read his secrets. She invariably tried hard 
to win him oypr, though the most he ever gave her was a 
feigned attention. She would have been overjoyed had he con> 
fided in her: but there was a wall between them. To her he 
never spoke of the past, nor, especially, of Michel. He had his 
memories, but they belonged to him alone. They could be 
shared with nobody. He honoured her as the mother and pro- 
tector of the last of the Frontenacs, but regarded her as a 
member, only, of the Ariuud-Miqucu family, as a w'oman of 
great gifts, but, for all that, aft outsider. Disappointed, and a 
prey once more to irritation, she held her peace. Why wouldn’t 
he go to bed? lie sat, resting his elbow on his skinny legs, 
poking the fire as though there were nobody else in the room. 

“By the by,” he said suddenly: “Jeannettcf'askcd me for 
some patterns of material. It seems that Aunt Fdicia needs a 
new spring dress.” 

“Ah ” - said Blanche - “Aunt Felicia!” Then, prompted by 
some devil - 

“It’s high time,” she added, “tliat you and I had a serious 
talk about Aunt Felicia.” 

She had won Iiis attention at last. The globular eyes came to 
rest on her face. What hare was she going to start now ? She 
was so touchy, always so ready to take the olTensive. tliat one 
could never be sure. 

“You must admit that it is scarcely reasotuble to pay the 
wages of three servants and a gardener just to look after a poor, 
lulf-witted creature who would be far better tended, and, 
which is perhaps more important, far more efficiently super- 
vised, in a Home. . . .” 

“A Home’ . . . Aunt Felicia in a liome?” 

She had certainly succeeded in breaking down his reserve! 
His motded cheeks, from being red grew purple. 

“So long as I live’* - he exclaimed in a liigh-pitchcd voice - 
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“Aunt Felicia will never be asked to leave our family house. 
My father’s wishes will be carried out to the letter. He was 
never separated from his sister. . . .” 

“Oh, come now! He used to leave Preignac every Monday 
morning, give the whole week to business, and not get back 
from Bordeaux until Saturday evening. It was your poor 
mother, unaided, who had to cope with Aunt Felicia!” 

“And she was only too pleased to do so! . . . You know 
nothing about our family attitude in such matters. ... It would 
never have occurred to her even to wonder . . . Felicia was her 
husband’s sister. . . .” 

“That’s what you think . . . but the poor dear used to pour 
herself out to me, used to tell me of tJie long years of solitude 
when she had had to live in unrclicAcd intimacy with an 
idiot. . . .” 

Xavier burst out in a fur\ : 

“I refuse to believe that she ever complamed; least of all, 
that she complained to you. . . 

“You forget that my mother-in-law regarded me as one of 
the family. She was fond <if me. In her eyes I was never a 
stranger.” 

“Would you mind leaving my parents out of this?” -he 
broke in acidly. “Where family duty is in question, the 
Frontenacs have never considered money. If you find it too 
much of a burden to defray half the expenses of tlie Preignac 
house, I am prepared to shoulder the wliole cost myself. You 
seem to forget, too, that Aunt Felicia had certain rights under our 
grandfather’s will, rights of which my parents »cook no account 
when the estate came to be broken up among the heirs. My 
poor father never bothered his head about the law. . . .” 

Blanche, stung to die quick, made no further attempt to 
hold back what she had been 
argument started : 
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“I may not be a Frontcnac, but I consider it to be my 
children’s duty to contribute to their great-aunt’s maintenance, 
and even to assure the continuance of a ridiculously expensive 
style of living which she is in no condition to enjoy. Since that 
is your whim, I bow to it. But what I will not have” - she went 
on, raising her voice - “is that they should be made the victims 
of that whim, and tliat because of you thek future happiness 
should be endangered. ...” 

She broke off. The silence that followed was* a carefully 
calculated effect. He could n(#t, for the life of liim, sec what 
she was getting at. 

“Aren’t you ever afraid of what people may say about her? 
Has it never occurred to you that she may be regarded as a 
congenital liuiatic?” * 

“Really! - everyone knows that the poor woman’s head was 
crushed by tlic doctor’s forceps.” 

“Everyone at Preignac, between 1840 and i860, knew it: 
but if you think that the present generation have such long 
memories, you arc very mucli mistaken . . . No, my dear 
Xavier: it is time you plucked up coinage to look your re- 
sponsibilities in the face. You insist that Aunt FeUcia shall 
continue to live in the home of her fathers - though, in fact, 
she makes use of little more than the kitchen - and shall be 
looked after by three servants who are free to do exactly as they 
like. For all we know, tliey may make her life a misery. . . . 


But it is your brotlier’s children who will suffer for all tliis 
when they reach the marrying age. Tln^ may well find that 
all doors are chpsed to tlicm. . . .” * » C ~4 

Blanche’s victory w*s complete - so coniplCTe, ’ that she 
began to feel afraid. Xavier Frontcnac had tlic look of a man 
who has been utterly crushed. But there was nothing factitious 
about her anxiety. The idea that Aunt Felicia might be a source 
of great cmbarrassmicnt to th^ children, was of no recent birth. 
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The threat, however, was not immediate, and she had, perhaps, 
exaggerated. ... 

Xavier was too honest not to admit defeat: 

“I fear that that had never occurred to me. My poor Blanche, 
where the children are concerned I am terribly thoughtless.” 

He began to pace up and down the room. His knees were 
sUghdy bent, and he dragged his feet. Blanche’s anger had 
evaporated no less quickly than it had formed. Her triumph 
was already making her fed guilty. There was still time, she 
protested: everything could be put tight. No one in Bordeaux 
even knew of Axmt Feheia’s existence. She wouldn’t hve for 
ever, and would soon be forgotten. Seeing that Xavier was still 
gloomy, she added: 

“A great many people think that she had a fall when she was 
a child. That, in fact, is the general view. ... I don’t believe 
she has been regarded as an actual lunatic. But, later on, she 
might be. . . . Our duty is to avert a possible danger. ... You 
mustn’t let yourself get into a state about it, my poor dear. 
You know how prone I am to be carried away, how I always 
exaggerate. . . . I’m made like that.” 

His breath was coming in little gasping intakes. Both his 
father and his mother had died, she remembered, of heart 
trouble. (‘I might be the death of him.’) He had sat down again 
by the fire, all hunched in his chair. In an effort to control her 
thoughts she closed her eyes. Their long, dark laslics softened 
the hard lines of the embittered face. He did not guess that 
the woman beside him was humbling herself, was suffering 
agonies because of her iiubility to disciphne her feelings. The 
confused muttering of a child, caught in a dream, broke the 
silence of the room. It was time, said Xavier, to go to bed: 
he would think over what they had been talking about. She 
assured him that they had plenty of time, that no decision need 
be taken immediately. 
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“I cannot agree with you there: wc must act quickly. After 
all, what is at stake is the children’s future.” 

“You let yourself worry too much,” she said briskly : “I know 
I am always blaming and criticizing you, but, for all that, I do 
realize that there are not many such uncles in the world. . . .” 

He made a gesture wliich might have meant - “you don’t 
know . . .” Most certainly he had got something on his con- 
science, but what it was she could not imagine. 

A few minutes later, kneeling at her evening prayer, she 
tried in vain to bring her mind to bear upon the familiar words. 
When Xavier next came she really* would make an effort to 
find out more about him. But it wouldn’t be &sy, because he 
so rarely gave himself away to anybody, and never to her. . . . 
She found it impossible to concentrate. It was high time for her 
to be in bed and asleep: tomorrow morning she must be up 
early, otherwise Jose, her youngest, would never do a scrap 
of preparatiQn before starting for school. He was as regularly 
at the bottom of his class as Jean-Louis was at the top. It 
w'asn’t that lie lacked the intelligence, the quickness, of the 
other two, but only that he seemed to ha\c a positive genius 
for letting his mind wander, for not listening to what was 
being said to him. He was one of those boys on whom words 
make no impact, in whom absent-mindedness ranks almost as 
a gift ; one of those boys w’ho go mentally flaccid when grown- 
up persons try to get anything out of them, who sit over their 
tom school-books and smudged notes in a mood of heavy 
listlessness. Th^r minds, nimble enough in other respects, are 
far away among the tall Whitsuii grasses, along the river bank, 
intent on crayfish. Blanche knew that for three-quarters of an 
hour she would struggle in vain with this sleepy child of hers, 
who would be as incapable ^of concentrating, as empty of 
thought, and even t>f life, as an abandoned chry'salis. 



Z4 T^E FRONTENAC MYSTERY 

Would she, when the children had gone, bother about 
breakfast? Yes, of course she would: no purpose could be 
served by starving herself. . . . How, after tlie way she had 
behaved this evening to her brother-in-law, could she take 
Communion? . . . Then there would be the Charity Organiza- 
tion, and, after that, her meeting with the architect to discuss 
the house in the rue St. Catherine. And, of course, she must 
find time to visit her poor. She must renieniber, too, to look 
in at Potinc^ to arrange for a parcel of groceries to go to tlic 
Rescue Home. I am particularly devoted to tliis Charity . . . 
Ill the evening, after diimer, when the cliildren had gone to bed, 
she would run dowustairs*to see her motlier. Her sister would 
be there, with her husband. Perhaps Aunt Adila, too, or the 
Abbe Mellon, the senior priest of the pansh. . . . There arc 
women who know what it is to be loved. . . . Now that she 
had got all these cliildren no one would ever want to marry 
her unless for her money. . . . That was not quite true. . . . 
She had every reason to believe that she was still attractive. . . . 
There had been incidents - but she mustn’t think of them. But 
hadn’t she, perhaps, begun to think of them a little? . . . Above 
all, none of this scrupulosity. There could be no question of her 
depriving her children of any part of herself, however small. 
. . . There was notliing meritonous in tliat decision, it was 
just the way she was made. . . . She was so sure that they 
would pay in their flesh for any evil action of hers . . . and yet, 
that was a baseless fear, as she very well knew. She was con- 
demned for ever to sacrifice herself for her children. The know- 
ledge of that had been a cause of much sufferings ... A woman 
widi nothing to look forward to . t . I am a woman with 
nothing to look forward to . . . She pressed her bands to her 
eyes, and drew her fingers down her face . . . must really 
make an appointment with the dentist . . . 

A voice called to her. Yves again! She tip-toed to his room. 
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He was asleep, but restless. He had thrown off his blankets. 
One brown, emaciated leg was hanging over the side of the 
bed. She covered him up and tucked him in. He turned his 
face to the wall, muttering uneasily. She touched his forehead 
and his neck, thinking that he might be feverish. 


Ill 

U NCLE XAVIER turned up regularly, every other Sun- 
day. But his sister-in-law came no nearer to discovering 
liis secret. His reappearances were, for the children, no 
less to be counted upon than tlie monthly whole hohday, than 
die weekly Communion, than the recurrent “Essay”, and the 
reading over of Friday’s notes. He was a fixed star in the sky 
of childliood, his movements so adjusted to a clockwork pre- 
cision, that nothing unusual, it seemed, could possibly interrupt 
their sequence. Blanche might have been tempted to believe 
that she was dreaming, had it not been that his silences, 
liis air of absorption, his resdessness, his unseeing stare, and the 
puckered expression on his round face (as though some fixed 
idea were working in his mind) reminded her of the time when 
she, too, had been going through a crisis of scruple. This 
deeply rchgious woman could detect in the brother-in-law 
to whom religion meant nothing, the symptoms of that same 
ailment of which Fathei^de Node had cured her. She knew 
that trouble all too well, and woul5, if she could, luve re- 
assured him. But he gave her no chance of coming to grips. 
Still, she had, blessedly and all unexpectedly, reached a point 
at which she could, at least, be*sure tl^t she no longer irritated 
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him. Far less than formerly did they get on one another’s 
nerves. Did he realize the extent of her efforts? She, who once 
had been so jealous of her authority, now asked his advice on 
everything diat had to do with the children. Did he think it 
would be a good thing to buy a saddle-horse for Jean-Louis, 
who was the best rider in the school. Ought she to make Yves 
take riding-lessons, in spite of his fear of horses? Would it 
be advisable to let Jose become a boarder? 

Fires were no longer necessary, nor even lamps. The only 
place in the whole house wliich remained dark was the 
corridor, up and down which, for a few mmutes before dmner, 
Blanche would walk, sa^g her Rosary, with Yves at her 
heels, holding up her dress with two hands, lost in a dream of 
magnificence which he would share with no one. The air was 
filled with the chirrupmg of swifts. The noise of the trams in 
the Cours d’ Alsace made it impossible to hear oneself speak. 
The ships’ sirens seemed to bring the harbour to their very 
door. The heat, said Blanche, would melt the children’s brains. 
They invented idiotic games, such as staying in the dimng- 
room when dinner was over, with their napkins on their heads, 
then hiding away in some obscure corner and rubbing noses - 
which they called playing at “Communities”. 

One Saturday in June, when Blanche had long given up 
thinking about Uncle Xavier’s secret, the key to it was sud- 
denly put into her hand. Light shone suddenly from the most 
imexpectcd of quarters. The children had retired to bed, and 
she had gone down, as usual, to see her mother. After passing 
through the dining-room where the table had not yet been 
cleared, and a strong scent of strawberries hung on the air, she 
had opened the door of the small drawing-room. Madame 
Amaud-Miqueu was sitting in, a leather armchair which she 
completely filled. She called to her daughter, and kissed her 
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with the almost ravenous intensity which was habitual with her. 
Blanche could ;ce on the balcony her brodicr-in-law Caussade, 
her sister, and the huge bulk of Aunt Adila, Madame Arnaud- 
Miqueu’s sister-in-law. They were laughing and talking at 
the tops of their voices, and would have been audible to all 
the neighbours, had it not been that everyone within hearing 
distance was being equally clamorous. Down in the street some 
boys were singing : 

**nt Fenfaut disait au soliat: 

Sentinelle, ne tirez pas 

e'est un oiseau qui vknt de France!” 

Aunt Adila caught sight of her: 

“This is no place for you, Blanche, my dear!” 

Caussade shouted above the din of the trams: 

“I was hoping you’d come. . . . I’ve got a piece of news for 
you, a real gem. . . . Keep a tight hold on yourself, you’ll never 

I” 

guess! 

“Come on, Alfred, out with it!” - broke in his wife: “ she’s 
given it up as a bad job.” 

“The fict is, my dear, I happened to be appearing yesterday 
in a case at Angoulemc, and it came to my knowledge that 
your Monsieur Xavier 'Frontenac is quite openly and blatantly 
keeping a woman . . . what d’you say to that?” 

His wife interrupted him: if he wasn’t careful, he’d frighten 
Blanche, and get her all worked up ! 

“It’s nothing to worry about. No fear of his ruining his 
nephews. From what I can hear, the poor creature of his choice 
is scarcely hvin|j in what might be called guilty luxury.” 

Blanche cut hini short with the jlriest of dry conunents. 
She was quite easy on that score, she said, and, in any case, 
Xavier Frontenac’s private life was none of her business - or of 
theirs. 

“See, she’s gone dl hoity-toity: I told you she would.” 
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“She bullies hiin like anything herself, but as soon as anybody 
else says a word, she’s up in arms! ” 

Blanche protested that there was no question of her being 
what they called “up in arms”. Since Xavier, unfortunatdy 
for himself, was completely devoid of religious feelings, she 
couldn’t see what there was to stop him from behaving just 
exactly as he liked. 

The voices became less strident. Alfred Caussadc, in order 
to calm his sister-in-law’s fears, explained that Xavier 
Frontenac was an almost Icgdndary figure in Angoulemc, 
where the meanness widi which he treated his lady-friend had 
made him a positive laughing-stock. There was no need for 
Blanche to lose a moment’s sleep. The poor woman earned her 
living by doing odd jobs of sewing, and he wouldn’t hear of 
her giving up her work. lie had furnished a room for her on 
the cheap, and paid her rent. That was the full extent of his 
generosity. The thing was a public scandal ... at which point, 
Alfred stopped, considerably abashed. Blanche, who was quite 
imperturbcd by dramatic situations, had folded up her work 
and risen from her chair. She kissed Madame Arnaud-Miqueu, 
and left the room without addressing a word to her embarrassed 
relatives. The spirit of the Frontenacs had taken complete 
possession of her, so tliat she shook like a Pytliian priestess. 
When she got upstairs, her hand was trembluig so violently, 
that she could scarcely put die key in the lock. 

She had come back a good two hours carher than usual, and 
it was still daylight. She found the tlircc boystsquatting at the 
window in their nightgowns. The/ were spitting on the sill 
and rubbing away at the moist patch with an apricot stone. 
The object of this proceeding was to wear down the two sides 
of the stone until it was thin enough to pierce, after which the 
kernel could be extracted with*a needle, if they went on long 
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enough their labours would be rewarded with a whistle, 
though it never functioned as such, and was always, eventually, 
eaten. They were amazed at the mildness of their mother's 
scolding, and scampered away like rabbits. Blanche Frontenac's 
mind was entirely occupied with the thought of Xavier. She 
would be seeing him on the next evening, which was one of ids 
regular Sundays. She conjured up a picture of him as he must 
be at this moment, alone in the huge dead bouse at Preignac. 

On that same evening, Xavier Frontcnac had spent a short 
while sitting under the glass awning. But the heat in the vine- 
yards had been intense, and he was** afraid of catcliing a chill. 
He wandered about for a moment or two in tlie hall, and then 
decided to go upstairs. Far more than the rainy nights of winter, 
when the fire kept lum company and tempted him to read, 
did he dread these June twilights, “Michers evenings”. In the 
old days he had laughed at Michel because of his mania for 
quoting Hugo in and out of season. But now, some of those 
quotations, rich with the modulations of that loved voice, 
came back into his mind. He must remember them, so as to 
hear again his brotlier's monotonous and muted tones. And so 
it was that this evening, close to the open window, with the 
river invisible beyond, Xavier recited to lumself, with varying 
intonation, as though seeking some particular not^', some 
special harmony: 

Nature mt front serein, comnic rous ouHicz! 

The meadows were strident. As always the darkness was loud 
widi die croaking of frogj, with laughter, and with the barking 
of dogs. Leaning from the window, ‘the lawyer from Angou- 
leme spoke aloud, as though each word were being whispered 
in his ear: 

A peine un char hintain glisse dans V ombre, ecoute. . . . Tout dort ct se repose 
et Varhre de la route, . . . Secotte an vent du soir k poussihe du jour, . . . 
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He turned his back on the window, lit a cheap cigarette, 
and, as his habit was, began to shuffle up and down the room, 
with the bottom of his trouser-leg caught between ankle and 
shpper. He was, he kept saying to himself, betraying Michel 
in the persons of his children. He chewed at the cud of an old 
remorse. When he had taken his Law Finals in Bordeaux, he 
had already been acquainted with this wonran. Even in those 
days she had been shop-soiled, and there had been little in age 
between them. Why she had had such influence over him he 
did not seek to discover. In orJer to answer that question he 
would have had to probe the mystery of his shyness and his 
phobias, of his ineffectiveftess and of his morbid anxieties. She 
was a kindly creature with a strong maternal instinct, and she 
did not laugh at him. In that, perhaps, lay the secret of her 
power. 

Even while Michel was still hving, Xavier had accepted the 
irregular relationship with anything but a hght heart. Strictness 
in morals was traditional in the Frontenac fanply, and the 
product not so much of religion as of a republican and peasant 
past. Neither Xavier’s grandfather nor his father could endure 
dirty talk, and the highly reprehensible domesticines of Uncle 
Peloueyre, Madame Frontenac’s elderly bachelor brother, 
whose family had inherited the estate of Bourideys, in Les 
Landes, had always been regarded as a crying scandal. Gossip 
had it that he used to receive his paramour at Boundeys, in 
the very house where his parents had died, and diat she used 
to have the effrontery to let herself be seen on the front-door 
step, at eleven o’clock m the morning, wcarii^ a pink wrap, 
with nothing on her feet, and her liair hanging down her back. 
It was in her room in Bordeaux that Uncle Peloueyre had 
died on the very same day that he had gone into town to make 
a wiU in her favour. It gave 5^vicr the horrors to think that 
he was following in die old man’s footst^s, that he was con- 



31 


THE FRONTENAC MYSTEIIy 

tinuing, without meaning to, the same tradition of dissipation. 
... He only hoped that die funily would never know any- 
thing about it, would never discover his shameful secret! Fear 
that they might do so had been behind his decision to buy a 
practice at some litde distance from Bordeaux. He had hoped 
that the silence of Angoulcme might close about his private 
hfe. 

When Michel died, the family had left him no time to 
brood over his sorrow. His parents, who were still •Uving, and 
Blanche, had forced him from? his condition of dazed misery. 
They made it quite clear to him what the family had decided. 
It “went without saying” that he would sell his practice, leave 
Angoulcme, and take Michel’s place in the business. Xavier 
protested in vain that he knew nothing whatever about timber. 
They assured him that Arthur Dussol, his dead brother’s 
parmcr, would be there to help him. All the same, he put up 
a desperate struggle. The idea of giving up josefa was more 
tlian he could bc.'ir, and if they setded down together in 
Bordeaux, the secret would be public property in next to no 
time. He woiJd be sure to run into Blanche and the cliildren 
when he was out walking with her on his .arm. . . . The very 
thought of such an appalling contretemps made him turn pale. 
Now that he had become his nephews’ guardian it was more 
than ever important that the scandal of his private life should 
be concealed. After all, with Dussol in charge of the business 
there was little likehhood of the children suffering financially, 
for most of the shares were in Frontenac hands. All that 
mattered to Xaricr was that his manner of life should not be 
made known. He stuck «o his point. For the first time in his 
life he set himself up against his father, who was already at 
death’s door. 

But even after the business difficulties were settled, Xavier 
had found it impossible to reciter his peace of mind. He could 
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not quietly resign himself to his grief. Remorse still gnawed 
at him - the same remorse as now set him pacing this child- 
hood’s room, between liis own bed and the one on which he 
could still, in imagination, see Michd lying. The family prop- 
erty must come to Michel’s children: to keep even a penny of 
it from them would be tantamount to theft, but it so happened 
that he had promised Josdfa to deposit in her name on each 
successive first of January, for the next ten years, the sum of 
ten thousand francs. It was an understood thing that this 
should be the sum total of his responsibility, except that, during 
his life-time, he should continue to pay her rent, and allow her 
a monthly sum of tlirce hundred francs. By skimping himself 
(his avarice was a standing joke in Angoulenie) he managed 
to save twenty-five thousand francs a year, but of this only 
fifteen thousand went to his nephews. He was regularly stcalmg 
- so he put it to himself - ten thousand francs each year from 
diem, to say nothing of what he was pa)'ing currently to 
Josefa. It was true, no doubt, that he had surrendered all claims 
to profits from the estate, and that, after all, everyone is free 
to do what he likes with his income: all the same, tliere did 
exist a secret law, an obscure law, a Frontenac law, the over- 
ridmg claims of which he admitted without so much as ques- 
tioning its justice. He was an old bachelor, and he held what 
money he had as a sacred trust for the cluldrcn of Michel, whose 
physical legacy was apparent in Jcan-Louis’s black eyes, the 
tiny birthmark close to Damcle’s left car, and Yves’s drooping 
eyelid. 

There were times when he could lull Ids feelings of remorse 
into unconsciousness, weeks togcthi‘r when he did not evtm 
think of it. But the need to conceal the manner of his life was 
something that never left him. His one hope was that he would 
die without the family ever suspecting him of concubinage. 
On this particular evening he 'Was entirely without suspicion 
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that Blanche was lying wide-eyed in the great pillared bed in 
which his brother had died, walled in by the airless Bordeaux 
darkness, thinking about him, and forcing herself to face the 
strangest of strange duties. Even at the risk of impoverishing 
her children, she must do all in her power to persuade her 
brother-in-law to get married. It wasn’t enough merely not 
to dissuade him from regularizing the position. She must 
actively urge him to do what was right and proper. It was 
her duty to make this decision, whether or no it was heroic 
on her part to do so. . . . The ^cry next day, she would force 
him into the open, would compel him to discuss this burning 
question, would open her offensive. 

But he was far from being responsive to her suggestion. 
During dinner, Blanche took advantage of some casual remark 
let drop by Jean-Louis, to say something to the effect that there 
was still plenty of time for Uncle Xavier to settle down and 
have cliildren of his own. 

'*1 very much hope,” she said, “that he lias not given up the 
idea . . 

But he chose to treat the wliolc thing as a joke, into w^hich 
he entered whole-heartedly, and proceeded with a certam 
nimblcncss of humour which he could show on occasion, to 
describe the imaginary lady of his choice, much to the children’s 
delight. 

When they had gone to bed, and brother and sister-in-law 
were leaning together al the window, she made a vaHant effort: 

“You know, tfCavier, I was quite serious in what 1 said at 
dinner. I should be quitc*honcstly delighted to hear that you 
had decided to get married, no matter how late in the day.” 

His response to this was to say that he had no intention of 
ever getting married, and this he amiounced so drily diat it 
was impossible for her to continue the discussion. There was 
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nothing in the incident tx> arouse his suspicions, for the idea of 
making Jos^fa his wife had never entered his ,niind. It would 
be no less than sacrilege to give the Frontenac name to a woman 
&om nowhere, who had played fast and loose with her life. 
To bring such an individual into his parents’ house, to introduce 
her to Michel’s wife and Midid’s children, was inconcdvable. 
Consequendy it never occurred to him that Blanche might 
have got wind of his secret. Irritated, but by no means worried, 
he turned 6:0m the window, and asked whether she would 
very much mind if he went to his room. 


IV 

S LOWLY the stream of childhood flowed, with that calm 
regularity which seems to leave no room for chance or 
accident. Every hour of every day was filled to the brim 
with its appointed tasks and occupations - breakfast, followed 
by school; the tide home in the bus; die stairs taken four at a 
time; the smell of dinner; Mamma; The Mysterious Island; 
bed-time. Even illness had its place (Yves’s whooping-cough, 
Josh’s feverish cold, Dani^e’s scarlatina) in the ordered sequence 
of events. It was a source mote of pleasure than discomfort, 
stressing a date, setting a landmark for memory - “tlie year you 
had that attack of fever”. . . A succession of summer holidays 
opened into the pillared aisles of the Bourideys’ pine-woods, 
and the house now purgW of Uncle Peloueyre. Were the noisy 
cicadas the same as had scraped away a year before? From the 
wine-growing estate at Respide came hampers of peaches and 
greengages. Nothing changed except fliat Jean-Louis’s and 
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Jos(5’s trousers were lengthened. . . . Blanche Frontenac, once so 
slim, was devel 9 pmg a middle-aged spread, and beginning to 
worry about her health. She was convinced that she had got a 
cancer, and, tormented by this fear, worried incessandy about 
what would become of the children when she was no longer 
there. It was she, now, who took Yves in her arms, he who, at 
times, resisted. She had any number of medicines which had to 
be taken before and after meals, but never, for a moment, 
would she let anything interfere with her duty of b ring in g up 
Dani^e and Marie in die way»that they should go. The little 
girls already showed sturdy legs and large, sieging bchinds. 
They were two little brood-mares in the making, and found 
an outlet for their maternal cravings m minstermg to the 
children of various washerwomen and chars. 

Easter, that year, fell so early that the Frontenac children 
were back at Bourideys by the end of March. Spnng was in 
the air, though as yet the material signs of it were few. The oaks 
in their dress of last year’s leaves seemed still constricted by the 
hand of death. From beyond the meadows the cuckoo called. 
Jean-Louis, his small-bore rifle on his shoulder, tramped the 
woods, fondly thinking he was out after squirrels, though 
really he was lookup for the Spring. Spring prowled through 
die days of imitadon Wmter like someone whom one feek 
quite close but cannot see. Now and again he thought that he 
could smell it, only to find it gone agam. It was cold. For one 
brief moment the afternoon light touched die trees with a soft 
finger, so that the pine-bark glowed like scales, its gummy 
wounds holding the gleann of sunset. Then, suddenly, cvery- 
tliing went dull. The West wind drbve the heavv' clouds so 
low that they hung about the tree-tops, and drew from the 
ranks of sombre trunks a prolonged moaning. ... It was as he 
approached die meadows watted by the Hure that Jean-Louis 
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came at last upon tlie Spring caught in the river grasses which 
were already thick along the banks. It oozed from the sticky 
and half-opened alder buds. He leaned above the water to 
watch the living, floating tresses of the weed - the hair of those 
whose faces must, since the world’s creation, have lain buried 
in die sand which had been worked into ridges by the river’s 
gende flow. The sun came out again. Jean-Louis leaned his 
back against an alder trunk, took from his pocket a school 
edition of die Discourse on Method, and for ten minutes paid 
no more attention to the Spring. Then his attention began to 
wander. His eyes lighted on the demolished hurdle which he 
had had put up in August as a jump for his marc “Tempest”. 
He must tell Burthe to mend it. He would ride over tomorrow 

morning to Leojats ... he would sec Madeleine Cazaviedh 

The wind had moved into the cast, and came to him rich 
widi village smells - turpcntuic, warm bread, the smoke of 
wood-fircs cooking humble meals. The mingled scent augured 
fine weather and filled the boy with happiness. ... He began 
to walk through the grasses already drenched vvith moisture. 
Primroses were glowing on the sloping bank which closed the 
meadow to the west. The young man crossed it, skirted a 
recently cleared patch of heath, and made his way down the 
hill again towards the oak coppice through which die Hurc 
flowed on its way to die mill. Suddenly he stopped dead, chok- 
ing back a laugh. A queer little cowled monk was seated on a 
pine-root. He was holding a school exercise-book in his tight 
hand, and was intoning to himself in a low voice. It was Yves, 
who had pulled the hood of his cape over hi^ head, and was 
sitting there, stiff, still and mysteriods, quite sure that he was 
alone, and behaving as though the angels had charge over him. 
Jean-Louis no longer wanted to laugh, because there is always 
something faindy terrifying in the sight of someone who 
believes Itimself to be unobserihxl. He fek shocked, as though 
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he had broken in on a forbidden mystery. His first instinct was 
to move away apd leave his younger brother to his incantations. 
But the love of teasing, all-powerful at that age, set him creep- 
ing towards the innocent object of his attention, whose sense 
of hearing was deadened by his hood. He hid behind an oak, 
a stone’s throw from the root on which Yves sat enthroned, 
though too fat from him to catch the sense of tlic words which 
escaped on the West wind. Then, with one bound, he was on 
top of his victim and, before the younger boy could so much 
as utter a cry, had snatched thb exercisc-book from his hand, 
and was racing at top speed for the park. 

We never fully measure the effect of what do to others. 
Jean-Louis would have been deeply distressed could he have 
seen the expression on the face of his younger brother, who 
stood there on the heatli, as though turned to stone. ... In a 
sudden access of despair, he flung himself to the ground, and 
lay with his face buried in the sand, muffling his cries. What, 
unknown to anyone, he had written, what was his, and his 
alone, what was a secret between himself and God, had been 
given now to others tc« mock and laugh at. . . . He began to 
run towards the miU. Was he, pcrliaps, thinking of the weir 
m which some years before a child had been found drowned? 
More likely, by fiu:, that he had in mind, as often previously, 
to run just on and on, and never to go home again. But soon 
he was out of breath. His progress was slow because of the 
sand in his shoes, and because a pious child is ever borne up 
by angels. . . . •‘For he shall give his angels charge over dice: 
to keep thee in all thy ways. They shall bear dia' in their hands : 
that thou hurt not’ thy foot against a stone. . . .” Suddenly a 
comforting thought came to him. Nobody in die world, not 
even Jcan-Iouis, could decipher his secret writing. It was more 
illegible even than the writing which he used at school. And 
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what could be made out would be unintell%ible. It was idiotic 
to work himself into a state. How could others possibly under- 
stand a language to which even he sometimes lacked a clue? 

The sandy path ended at the bridge leading to the milL The 
meadows were hidden by the mist that rose from them. The 
mill’s old heart was still beating in the gathering dusk. A 
horse’s rough head was hanging over the half-door of the 
stable. The low-built, humble, cottages with their smoking 
chimneys, the stream, the meadows, all combined to make a 
little clearing of greenery, of fl<Jwing water, and of hidden life, 
framed within the ancient pine-trees of the parish. Yves had 
his own ideas about them. At this hour the mystery of the 
mill must not be disturbed. He retraced his steps. The first bell 
began to sound for dinner. A shepherd’s sharp cry rang through 
the wood. He found himself caught in a rushing tide of duty 
wool, and his nose w'as assailed by a powerful stench of grease. 
He could hear the lambs before he saw them. The shepherd 
did not return his greeting, and his heart felt heavy. By the 
great oak, which marked the beginning of the long nde, jean- 
Louis, holding the exercise-book m his hand, was on the look- 
out for him. Yves stopped, a prey to uncertainty. Should he 
be angry ? A cuckoo uttered its last call over in the trees towards 
Hurtinat. The two boys stood motionless, a few paces apart. 
Jean-Louis was the first to move. He took a step forward: 

“Not angry with me?” 

Yves could never stand out against a kindly word, nor re- 
main proof when a voice had more in it than usual friendliness. 
Jean-Louis was frequently rough with him, 'vfes over-fond of 
growling that he “needed a good shaking’’, and, what most 
exasperated Yves, of saying -“when you get into the 
army . . .’’ but this evening all that he remarked was: 

“You aren’t, are you?’’ 

There seemed nothing to sa^. Yves put his arm about his 
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elder brother’s shoulder. The latter freed himself from the 
embrace, but not unkindly. 

“You know,’' he said, “they’re most awfully good.’’ 

The other looked up, and asked him what was awfully good. 

“What you’ve written . . . they’re more than awfully 
good,” he added with enthusiasm. 

Together, they walked down the darkening ride between the 
pines. 

“Arc you latching at me, Jean-Louis? - are you pulling my 
leg?” 

They had not heard the second bell. Madame Fiontenac 
came out on to the steps and cried: 

“Children!” 

“Look here, Yves, let’s take a stroll in the park this evening, 
just the two of us. I want to talk to you: and - oh yes, bring the 
book.” 

In the course of the meal, Jose - who had bad table-manners, 
wolfed his food - as his mother never tired of teUmg him - and 
had not washed his hands, desenbed his trip with Burthe into 
the heath-lands. The bailiff was training the boy to recogiuze 
the estate boundaries. . . Jose’s sole ambition was to become 
the “peasant” of the famdy, but he despaired of ever bemg 
able to pick up the boundary marks. Burthe would count the 
number of pines in a row, make his way through the furze, 
dig in the ground, and, lo and behold! a buried stone would 
come to light which had been set there by shepherd ancestors 
many centuriesibefore. . . . These hidden evidences of tenure, 
concealed and overgrown, but always there, moved Jose to a 
sense of almost rcKgious awe, whichi doubtless sprang from 
some hidden depth of race-memory. Yves, forgetful of his 
food, and glancing furtively at Jean-Louis, let his mind, too, 
dwell on these boui^ry miuAts of mystery. They came to life 
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m his heart They lay deep m diat secret world brought by his 
poetry h;om the dark. 

The two boys tned to leave the house without being seen. 
But their mother caught them. “The air’s damp down by the 
stream. . . . Have you got your capes? . . . Whatever you do, 
keep on the move, and don’t loiter.” 

The moon had not y et risen. The breath of winter was coming 
from the icy stream and from the meadows. At first they were 
at a loss to find the path, but very soon their eyes grew accus- 
tomed to the darkness The upward thrust of the serned pines 
struck at the stars which hung above them, or sccnungly, swam 
m the puddles of clear sl^y framed in the black tree-tops. . . . 
Yves, as he walked, felt that some weight had been hfred from 
him, that, deep withm himself, a stone had been loosed by that 
elder brother who, from the distance of his seventeen years, 
was speakmg to him m shoit embarrassed sentences He didn’t, 
he said, want to make Y\cs too self-conscious He was afraid hi 
might trouble the pool from which his inspiration flowed. . 
Yves reassured him, explainmg that lus poetry was first 
like hot lava which could not be controlled Later, when the 
stufl had cooled, he worked on it, unhesitatingly scrappmg 
adjectives, and removmg all the odds and ends of rubbish 
which had been caught up m die molten mass. The young 
boy’s certamty overcame all fcan-Loms’ doubts How old was 
Yves’ Just turned fifteen . . . would gemus outhvc childhood? 

“Which bits did you like best, jcan-Louis’” 

It was an author’s question * an author had just been bom. 

“It’s so difficult to choose. I love the passa^ m which you 
describe the pmes as absolvmg you fiiom suflenng, as bleedmg 
m your stead, and of how you imagmc them at mght, weeping 
and growing weaker; the moaning is not theirs, you say, but 
the voice of the sea caught m their crowded tops. Oh, yes, and 
then that bit . . .** 
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“I know,*’ said Yves - “the moon . . 

They were without knowledge that on a March night in ’67 
or ’68, Michel and Xavier Frontenac had been walking togetho: 
along this same path. Xavier, too, had said “the moon’ . . . 
and Michel had quoted the line - “£//e monte, ellejette un long 
rayon dormant . . Then, as now, the Hure was flowing on its 
sdent way. After thirty years, the water was different, but not 
the sound of its rippling: and here, bedeath the pmes, was 
another love, and yet, the same. 

“Mightn’t it be a good thing to show them to somebody?” 
-Jean-Louis asked . . . “it did occur to me that pcrlups the 
Abbe Paquignon” (his Professor of Rjictoric, whom he admired 
and respected) - “but I’m afraid that even he mightn’t under- 
stand. He’d say that what you write isn’t poetry, and, if it 
comes to that, it isn’t. It’s Hke notliing I’ve ever read. Criticism 
might worry you . . . might make you try to correct . . . 
anyhow, I must think about it.” 

Yves surrendered to a sense of complete confidence. The fact 
that Jean-Louis had testified to his productions was enough for 
him. He relied utterly on his big brother. All of a sudden, he 
felt ashamed, because they had been talking of nothing but his 
poems. 

“And what about you, Jean-Louis? You aren’t going to 
become a timbcr-mci chant, are you? You won’t let them do 
that to you? . . .” 

“My mind’s quite made up: the Normale, and a degree m 
philosophy . . . that’s what I’ve got to do. . . . Isn’t that 
mamma over tlierc on the path ?” 

She had been afraid that Yves might catch cold, and had 
come out with a coat for him. Wheif she reached them: “I’m 
growing heavy on my feet,” she said, and leaned on her two 
sons . . . “arc you sure you weren’t coughing? Jean-Louis, 
didn’t you hear him ^ugh?” 
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The sound of thdr feet on the entrance-steps woke the girls, 
whose room looked out upon the terrace. The light in the 
billiard-room was dazzling, and they had to narrow their eyes. 

Yves, as he undressed, looked at the moon over the motion- 
less and brooding pines. No nightingale was singing as when his 
father, at the same age, had leaned from a window above the 
garden at Preignac. But the owl, perched on a dead branch, 
had, perhaps, a purer note. 


V 

N ext day, Yves was not in the least surprised to find 
that his elder brother was, once agam, his slightly 
churlish self, and behaved as though there were no 
secret between them. It was the scene of the previous evening 
that had seemed strange to him. It is enough for brothers to 
be aware that they arc sprung from the same root, to know that 
they arc twin suckers of die same plant. Such matters are not, 
as a rule, talked about between them. Of all loves, brotherly 
love is the least vocal. 

On the last day of the holidays, Jcan-Louis made Yves go 
out on “Tempest”. As always happened, no sooner did the 
mare feel the boy’s nervous knees against her Hanks, than off 
she started at a gallop. Yves clung shamelcsiiy to the saddle. 
Jean-Louis cut through the pmes, and took up a position in 
die middle of the ride, with his arms outstretched. The marc 
pulled up short: Yves described a parabola, and found himself 
sitting on the sandy earth, while his brother announced that 
“he’d never be anything but a*little sissyj’. 
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That was not what had shocked the younger boy. Some- 
thing there was, however, that had come to him as a dis- 
appointment, though he did not like to admit it even to 
himself. The &ct of the matter was that Jean-Louis was still 
paying frequent visits to the Cazavieilh cousins at Ldojats. It 
was common knowledge to everyone in the fimily-and in 
the village, too - that each sandy track led, for Jean-Louis, to 
Leojats. In years gone by, the Cazavieilhs and the Frontenacs 
had fallen out over a will. But when Madame Cazavieilh died, 
they made up their differences chough, as Blanche said, “there 
have never been any very warm feelings between us” . . . 
Nevertheless, on the first Thursday qf each month she had got 
into the habit of asking Madeleine over. The girl already 
ranked as one of the seniors at the Sacred Heart, at a time 
when DaniMe and Marie were still very low down in the 
school. 

Madame Frontcnac was conscious of two opposed feelings - 
anxiety on the one hand, pride on the otlier. She was always 
slightly uneasy when Burtlic reported that “Monsieur Jean- 
Loiiis is a frequent visitor. . . .” She feared to see him tied up 
so young. At the same time, the knowledge that Madeleine 
would come into her njother’s money when she married, was 
by no means imwclcome. Above all, she hoped that her great 
strapping son would be saved by a pure and passionate attach- 
ment from falling into evil ways. 

Yves, for his part, was disappointed when, the day after that 
unforgettable evening, he learned in a few words exclianged 
with his brothA; that the latter had just come back from 
Leojats. Surely, what he had found in the school e-vercise-book 
should have turned his thoughts away from this lesser pleasure? 
Oughm’t everything, from now on, to seem, by comparison, 
trivial and colourless? To Yves, this love affair was merely a 
matter of languorous^lances, Shatched kisses, and much hold- 
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ing of hands - in fact, of all the romantic rubbish which he 
hdd in such contempt. Now that Jean-Loui? had penetrated 
to his secret, had found his way into a world of marvels, what 
was there for him to seek elsewhere? 

No doubt Yves was already aware of the existence of young 
girls. At High Mass at Boundeys, he admired the female 
singers, with their long, white necks enhanced by black ribbons, 
grouped round the Tiarmonium, as on the edge of a shallow 
bowl, and distending their throats which looked as though they 
were already chock-full of maize and millet. His heart, too, 
beat quicker when he saw the Dubuch girl - whose fadier was 
the largest landlord of the neighbourhood - ride by on her 
pony, the dark curls bumping on her skinny shoulders. Com- 
pared to tliis sylph how gross did Madeleine Cazavicilh seem! 
A great bow of ribbon bloomed on the hair which she wore 
in a large coil on top of her head (a door-knocker, Yves called 
it). She almost always sported a bolero, very short under the 
arms, whicli accentuated the roundness of her buxom figure, 
and a skirt which “flared” from a remarkably full waist-line. 
When Madeleine Cazavicilh crossed her legs it was evident 
that she had no ankles. . . . What charm could Jean-Louis find 
in this lumpish young woman in whose placid face not a 
muscle ever seemed to stir? 

If the truth be told, Yves, his mother, and Burthe, would 
have been not a little surprised could they have been present at 
those visits: so Uttle of any kind happened. It was as though 
Jean-Louis had come to see, not Madeleine, but Auguste, 
Cazavieilh. One great passion only did they Ifevc in common, 
horses, and so long as the old man wSs with them, conversation 
never flagged. But in the country there is never any peace and 
quiet. Some farmer, or some local tradesman, is always sure 
to want a word with the master. It is impossible to keep the 
fi:ont-door shut as in a town. The two T<)ung people dreaded 
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the moment when Monsieur Cazavieilh would leave them 
alone together. Madeleine’s calm exterior deceivedall the world 
- except Jean-Louis. Perhaps what he loved in her more than 
anything else was a hidden surge of restlessness, invisible to 
others, which, as soon as they were left alone, broke through 
her seeming imperturbability. 

On the occasion of Jean-Louis’s last visit before the end of 
the Easter holidays, they walked together under the old leafless 
oaks which stood in ftont of the freshly plastered house, the 
walls of which bulged with age. Jean-Louis was talking about 
what he planned to do after he had left college. Madeleine was 
listening with close attention, as though his future concerned 
her no less tlian him. 

“Naturally, I sliall write a thesis . . . you ean’t sec me re- 
maining a simple schoolmaster all my hfc, can you? ... I want 
to be a member of a university faculty.” 

She asked him how many months the thesis would take. He 
replied eagerly, that it wasn’t a question of months, but of 
years. He spoke to her of the* great philosophers. The essentials 
of their systems, he said, were already present in die theses 
diey had offered. She, indifferent to the names he mentioned, 
dared not ask the one question which was of interest to her: 
would he put off marrying until he should have finished this 
work he spoke of? Was the preparation of a diesis compatible 
widi family hfc? 

“If I could get die job of a Reader at Bordeaux . . . but that 
is very difficult.” 

When she intArupted him with the radier foolish suggestion 
that her father might be abfe to pull strings, he protested acidly 
diat he did not wish to be “indebted to a Government of Free- 
Masons and Jews”. She bit her lip. As a daughter of a member 
of the General Council, a moderate Republican, who had no 
thought in his head buK to be “«5h good terms” with everybody. 
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she had been accustomed since childhood to see her &ther 
soliciting for all and sundry. There was not a decoration, not 
a job as road-surveyor or postman in the parish, which had not 
been given as the result of his good offices. She blamed her- 
self for thus hurting Jean-Louis’s feelings. Should the occasion 
arise, however, she would see what could be done, though 
she would be careful not to let him know what was in the 
wind. 

Apart from these exchanges, some of which would seem to 
imply that their two lives mighc one day merge, the two young 
people made no gesture, nor exchanged a word, of tenderness. 
And yet, years afterwards, when Jean-Louis thought back to 
those moniing visits at L^ojats, his memory was of a happiness 
that had been not of this world. He saw, in the retrospect of 
imagination, little flurries of sunshine upon the crayfish stream 
and under the oaks. He followed Madeleine in recollection, and 
remembered how their legs had pushed aside the dense grasses, 
tliick sown wnth buttercups and daisies in those old times of 
Whitsun holiday. They had walked upon the meadows as upon 
a sea. The winged beetles quivered in the light of the setting 
sun. No physical endearment could have added to their shared 
delight, might, indeed, have spoiled it, making a distorted image 
of their love. Not in words nor attitudes did the two young 
people give any formal shape to wliat held them breatlilcss 
under the oaks of Lcojats, to the immense and nameless W’onder 
of their experience. 

By what strange jealousy was Yves tormented! It was not 
caused by anything that Jean-Louis felt foi* Madeleine. His 
sufiering came from tlie knowledge that another human 
creature could snatch his big brother from the life which tlicy 
had always known, that the power to hold him in enchantment 
had passed firom himself elsewhere. But these stirrings of pride 
did not prevent him from yielding to the humility of his years. 
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Jean-Louis in love meant foi him Jean-Louis grown up. A 
youth of seventeen in love widi a young girl, has no longer 
part or parcel in such things as happen in the world of those 
p.ot yet of man’s estate. For Yves, the poems he wrote belonged 
to the mysterious world of children’s stories. Far from thinking 
of himself as “old for his age”, he knew that the dream in 
which his work was bom was that of childhood. Only if one 
was a child, he thought, could one share in so incomprehensible 
a game. 

But when the day came foregoing back to Bordeaux, he 
reahzed how wrong he had been to lose confidence in his 

elder brother This revelation canv: to him at the moment 

least expected, and in the most unhkely place. At Langon 
station the Frontenac family had left the Bazas train, and 
were seeking, helplessly, for vacant seats in the express. 
Blanche was runnmg down the platform. The cluldren kept 
at her heels, dragging with them a basket containing a 
cat, birds m cages, a firog in a glass jar, several boxes of 
“souvenirs” - pine-cones, strips of tree-bark sticky with resin, 
and flints. With terror, the vanous members of the family were 
facing “separation”. At that moment, the station-master 
approached Madame Frpntenac, raised his hand to the peak 
of his cap, and told her that he was going to attach an extra 
second-class coach to the train. As a result of tlus, the Frontenacs 
found themselves all together in the same compartment, though 
bumped and shaken as one always is at the rear end of a line 
of railway coaches, breathless, but happy, and wondering 
audibly about th^ fate of the cat, the frog, and the umbrellas. 
It was just as they were dniwing put of the station at Cadillac, 
that Jean-Louis asked' Yves whether he had a “fair-copy” of his 
poems. Why, of course they had been copied into a handsome 
note-book, but Yves had not been able to change his hand- 
writing. 
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“Let me have them this evening, and I’ll see what I can do. 
I may not be a genius, but my writing is extrepely legible. . . . 
Why? . . . Can’t you see, you little silly ? But for heaven’s sake, 
don’t go getting ideas. . . . Our only chance is to get the pro- 
fessionals to grasp what you’re after. We’re goii^ to send your 
poems to the Mercure de France . , . 

Yves, pale to the Ups, could only go on repeating that “that 
would be wonderful”, Jean-Louis begged him again not to 
start counting his eggs before they were laid. 

“They must get a whole pdc of stuff every day. They prob- 
ably chuck most of it into the waste-paper-basket unread. The 
great thing is to get someone to look at your stuff, someone 
who knows what’s what. But you mustn’t count on anything: 
it’s one chance in a thousand - rather like throwing a bottle 
into the sea. Promise me that once the parcel’s sent off you 
won’t think any more about it?” 

“Why, of course,” said Yves: “no one’ll ever look at them.” 

But his eyes were agleam with hope. He began to worry. 
Where could they find a big enough envelope? How many 
stamps would they have to put on it? Jean-Louis shrugged Ins 
shoulders. They would send the packet by registered post. He 
would look after all that part of the business. 

At Beautiran a lot of people with baskets invaded the 
carriage. The Frontenacs had to crowd up together. Yves 
recognized one of his schoolmates, a country boy, a boarder, 
who was very good at games but with whom he had had 
nothing to do. They exchanged a brief greeting. Each was 
carefully studying the other’s mother. Yves VE^ondered what he 
would have thought of that fat, sweating woman if he had 
been her son. 



VI 

H ad Jean-Louis been at Yves’s side during the swelter- 
ing weeks which immediately preceded Prize-Day, he 
would have put him on his guard against the folly of 
waiting in daily expectation of an answer. But scarcely had 
term begun than he took a decision which met with the admir- 
ing approval of all the members of the family, with the single 
exception of his younger brother, to whom it was the cause 
of profound irritation. Having made, up his mind to take his 
finals in Science as well as in Philosophy, JeanatLouis asked to 
be allowed to become a temporary boarder, and so waste no 
time in going to and from school. Yves made a point of address- 
ing him as Mucius Scaevola. He had a horror, he said, of aU 
such manifestations of “nobility”. Left to himself he had 
thoughts for nothing but the fate of his manuscript. Every 
evening, when die postman came, he asked his mother for the 
key of the letter-box and rushed doAvnstairs four steps at a 
time. His hopes were regularly disappointed, but he consoled 
himself with the thought diat perhaps next day . . . He in- 
vented rational explanations for having to wait: manuscripts 
would not, of course, be read as soon as they reached the office, 
and then, no matter how enthusiastic the reader might be, he 
would have to bring persuasion to bear on Monsieur Valette, 
the editor of the Meratre. The blossoms on the chestnut trees 
faded. The last tf the flowering hlacs was alive with may- 
bugs. The Frontenacs received firpm Respide so many hampers 
of asparagus that they “didn’t know ^hat to do with it all”. 
Yves’s hopes, like the water in die river-beds, fell lower with 
every day that passed. He became embittered. The fact that his 
nearest and dearest fiuled to d(!tect a bright nimbus about his 
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head, made him hate them. They, for didr part, and without 
intentional malice, were careful to sit on him. “If anyone 
squeezed your nose, milk would come out!” Yves was fully 
convinced that his mother was lost to him. He felt estranged 
from her by the things she said - pecks administered by the hen 
to the growing chick who would follow her about. If, he 
thought, he explained what he was feeling, she wouldn’t under- 
stand. If he read his poems to her, she would merely treat him 
as a little silly, or as quite mad. He did not know that the poor 
woman had a far deeper knowledge of her youngest son than 
he could imagine. She knew perfectly well that he was different 
feom the others, though jn what way, precisely, she could not 
have said. He was the sole puppy of the litter with a touch of 
wildness. 

It was not the others who despised him, but he himself who 
held firmly to the conviction that he was insignificant and 
worthless. His narrow shoulders and weak arms filled liim with 
feelings of disgust. All the same, the ridiculous temptation came 
to him one evening, when the family was assembled in the 
drawing-room, to jump on the table and cry - “I am a king! 
I am a king!” 

“It’s just a phase . . . you’ll sec, it will pass” - that was 
Madame Amaud-Miqueu’s constant refrain, whenever Blanche 
unburdened herself. Yves never wore hats now, and washed his 
hands as seldom as possible. Since the Mercure remained silent, 
since Jean-Louis had abandoned him, since no one now would 
ever know that a remarkable poet had been born in Bordeaux, 
he would find food for his despair in makmg himself even 
more unpleasant to look at than he was; would hide his genius 
in a gatmt and grubby body. 

He was seated one June morning in the school bus, reading 
over the most recent of his poems, when he noticed that his 
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neighbour kept peering over his shoulder The boy in 

question was one of the seniors, a fellow called Binaud, who 
was in his philosophy year and a rival of Jean-Louis, than whom 
he seemed considerably older. ... He had already started to 
sliave, and his smooth, baby cheeks were covered with cuts. 
Yves pretended to have noticed nothing: but he moved his 
hand slightly so as not to impede the other’s view, and was 
careful not to turn the page xmtil he felt qwte sure that the boy 
beside him had read to the bottom of the preceding one. Sud- 
denly, the Nosy Parker, withmit a word of apology, asked 
him where he had “picked that up”. Yves remained silent, and 
he pressed his question. , 

“Come on, tell me who wrote it?” 

Guess. 

“Rimbaud? -no, of course not, you wouldn’t know any- 
thing about him.” 

“Who’s Rimbaud?” 

“I'll tell you all about Rimbaud, if you’ll tell me where you 
copied that poem.” 

Here, at last, was someone to take the place of Jean-Louis, 
the traitor. A stranger should be admitted to the secret of his 
glory and his genius. With flaimng cheeks he said: 

“I wrote it myself.” 

“No, really, joking apart?” Obviously, the other did not 
beheve him. As soon as he was convinced that Yves was speak- 
ing the truth, he felt ashamed to think that he liad been seriously 
interested in the outpourings of a mere kid. There couldn’t be 
anything in it if tie was the author. Somewhat lackadaisically, 
he said: 

“You must show me some more oPyour stuff'. . .” 

Yves opened his brief-case, but the otlier checked him with 
a touch on the arm: 

“Not now: I’ve got too much work to do. But if you happen 
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to be anywhere near the rue Saint-Goi^ on a Sunday evening, 
just ring the bell at 182 . . 

Yves did not understand that he was being asked merely to 
leave his note-book there. To read his poems aloud to some- 
body! - what a dream of dehght! Jcan-Louis had never asked 
him to do that! In spite of lus shyness, he could pluck up 
courage to read them to this stranger. The big fellow would 
hstcn with respect, and perhaps, as the reading progressed, with 
amazement. 

Binaud was careful not to sw next to Yves agam in the bus. 
But the younger boy found no reason for taking offence at 
that, because the examinations were approaclung, and when- 
ever the candidates had a moment, they buried their noses in 
their books. 

He let two Simdays go by before makmg up liis mind to call. 
With the dry heat of July, melancholy descended upon Bor- 
deaux. No water trickled along die gutters. The cab-horses all 
wore straw hats with two holes in them for dicir cars. The new 
electric trams earned a cargo t*f coUarlcss and shirt-sleeved 
men. The unbuttoned bodices of the women m.adc them look 
hump-backed. Cychsts sweated at their task, their faces almost 
touching their handle-bars. Yves turned his head to sec Madame 
Escarragucl’s motor-car go by, makmg a noise like a wagon- 
load of old iron. 

No. 182 rue Saint-Genes was a single-storeyed house of the 
kind that Yves knew as a “lean-to”. He rang the bell. His mind 
was fax away. No boy with the name of Binaud had any place 
in it. But the tinkhng soon roused him. It w;fe too late now to 
make his escape. He heard a door bafiig and the sound of a half- 
whispered confabuladoh. At last, a woman in a dressing-gown 
appeared on the threshold. She was thin, with a yellowish 
complexion. Suspicion gleamed in her eye. Her thick hair, of 
which she must have been Very proud, seemed to have 
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devouied her physical substance. It, alone, was Hving and 
luxuriant. The rest of her was wasted. Probably she was being 
eaten away by some internal tumour. Yves asked whether 
Jacques Binaud was in. The school cap in his hand must have 
reassured the woman, for she admitted him into the pass^e and 
opened a door in the right-hand wall. 

It must once have been the drawing-room of the house, but 
was now transformed into a dressmaker’s workshop. Paper 
patterns lay all over die table. An uncovered sewing-machine 
stood in front of the window. Obviously, the woman had been 
disturbed at her laboun. A higUy-coloured Salomd in terra- 
cotta, of Austrian manufacture, stood on the mantelpiece. 
Yves could hear somebody moving about ne^® door, and die 
somid of an irritable voice - no doubt, Bmaud’s. . . . Without 
meaning to, he had intruded into the home of one of those 
“modest” state functionaries who are bitterly proud, fr>r ever 
strugghng to “keep up appearances”, and careful to sec to it 
that no stranger shall penetrate behmd die scenes of their grind- 
ing hves. Obviously, Binaud had merely meant him to leave 
his manuscript, and nothing more ... as was wimessed by the 
first words uttered by the youth when at last he appeared, coat- 
less, and with his slurt unbuttoned. He had an enormous neck 
the back of wliich was a mass of small boils. So Yves had 
brought hn poems, had he? He really shouldn’t have gone to 
all that trouble. 

“With the examinadons only a fortnight off, I really haven’t 
a moment, as you may imagme. . . .” 

“You said . . fl thought . . .” 

“I im a gin ed you’d just drop your note-book hi the next Sun- 
day . . . but since you’ve come, let’s Have a look at ’em.” 

“No,” said Yves; “no, I don’t want to bore you. . . .” 

He had only one wish, to get clear of this lean-to, this per- 
vasive smell, this horrible youth. The latter, meanwhile, and 
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no doubt on account of his fiiend, Jean-Louis, had recovered 
his temper and was trying to keep his visitor from going. But 
the boy bad already made his way back to the street, and was 
now striding along in spite of the stuffiness, drunk with despair 
and resentment. . . . But he was only fifteen, and as soon as 
he reached the Cours dc I’lntcndance he went into Lammanon’s 
tea-shop where he foimd consolation in an ice-cream. But 
when he left it, he found his sense of vexation waiting for him 
upon the pavement, a vexation out of all proportion to the 
visit which had gone so much awry. Every human being has 
his peculiar form of suffering, the laws of which take shape m 
earliest youth. So intense,.on this particular evening, was Yves’s 
wretchedness, that he felt he would never come to the end of it. 
He did not then know that he stood on the threshold of a whole 
sequence of glorious days, of weeks during which he would 
bask in the bright hght of happmess. and that hope was about 
to bathe him m a radiance as changeless, and, alas, as decep- 
tive, as the sunhght of the summer hohdays. 


VII 

X AVIER FRONTENAC was now ctyoymg the most 
peaceful penod of his life. His scrupl« had been set at 
rest, and since the capital sum promued to Joscfii had 
all been paid, there was no reason ‘why he should not start 
putting money aside fdr his nephews. He was, on the other 
hand, still haunted by the dread that the &tnily m^ht get wind 
of her existence. His anxiety grew with the growth of the 
young Frontenacs, and gave huA most trouble when tkey came 
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widun measurable distance of die age at wbich the risk of their 
being shocked, .and even influenced by his sad example, was 
greatest. There was, however, comfort in the thought that once 
they were grown up they could begin to look after thck 
property for themselves. He had made up his mind that, 
when he thought die right moment had come, he would sell 
his practice and go to hve in Paris. He explained to Josefa that 
the capital would provide them with a safe refuge. The earliest 
motor-cars were already making distances seem shorter, and 
he couldn’t help but feel that Angoulcme was very much 
nearer to Bordeaux than it had been in the old days. In 
Paris they would be able to go abont together, and visit the 
theatres without risk of being recognized. * 

He had already taken steps to dispose of his practice. 
Although he would not actually give it up for another two 
years, he already hod standing in his name a deposit account of 
considerably larger proportions than he had expected. So great 
was his satisfaction at this state of affairs that he felt justifled in 
puttii^ into effect a long-standing promise that he and Josefa 
should make a circular tour of Switzerland. When he men- 
tioned this she showed so hrtle pleasure that he felt disappointed. 
Tlie truth of the matter was that the prospect seemed so 
wonderful to the poor woman, that she could not really believe 
in it. Had it been merely a question of spending a week at 
Luchon, as they had done in ’96, she could have taken it m . . . 
but to go to Paris, and on to Switzerland . . . well, she shrugged 
her shoulders and continued with her sewing. Nevertlieless, 
when she saw Javier deep in guides and time-tables, busily 
planning their itinerary, \hc incredible happiness did seem to 
be taking form and substance. She cotild no loiter doubt that 
liis mind was made up. One evening he appeared with the 
tickets actually in his pocket. Until that moment she had 
mentioned the trip to nobody, but now she decided that she 
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could sifely write to her married daughter at Niort. "I really 
don't know whether I am sleeping or waking. The tickets are 
safe and sound in the glass-fronted wardrobe. They have been 
taken in the names of Monsieur and Madame Xavier Frontenac. 
They are family tickets. I can hardly believe that it is true, my 
dear. The thought of them makes me come over all funny. 
Monsieur and Madame Frontenac! 1 asked him whether he would 
enter us like that in the hotel registers, and he rephed that he 
could hardly do otherwise. My question put him in a bad 
temper - you know what he’s hke. ... He said that he’d been 
three times to Switzerland and seen cverytliing there except the 
mountains, because they jpad always been hidden ui clouds, and 
it had rained all the time. I hadn’t the courage to tell him that 
I shouldn’t mind, because wbat’U please me most will be going 
to all those hotels as Xavier’s wife, and only having to ring a 
bell for breakfast. . . .” 

Monsieur and Madame Frontenac . . . These words, seen on the 
tickets, had not produced any great effect on Xavier, but, then, 
he had not foreseen that the problem of their identity would 
present itself a&esh each time they arrived at an hotel. . . . 
josefa would have been much wiser not to have sown this new 
anxiety in his mind. It entirely spoiled his pleasure. What a 
fool he had been to pile up all this trouble for himself! - fotigue, 
expense, and the spectacle of Josdfa playing the great lady (to 
say nothing of the foct that die local papers would probably 
list them under the heading of “Visitors”, as Monsieur and 
Madame Frontenac). But it was too late to start worrying now. 
The tickets were taken. The wine had been'drawu. 

On the afiemoon of the second df August, the day before 
diey were due to start, it the very moment when, in Angou- 
l£me, Josefa was puttii^ the finishing touches to an evening 
dress designed to dazzle the hotels of Switzerland, Madame 
Amaud-Miqueu, walking along a street in Vichy, had one of 
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those attacks of dizziness which she described by saying that 
her head felt as though “it was going round”. This particular 
attack was sudden and violent. Her hand slipped from the arm 
of her Caussade daughter, and her head struck the pavement. 
She was carried hack to the hotel, apparently at her last gasp. 
Next morning, at Bourideys, Blanche Frontenac was taking a 
last turn round the park before shutting herself away in the 
coolness of the house. It was already so hot that she foiuid 
breathing difficult, and the cicadas one by one were breaking 
into a joyful cacophony. She saw DaniMe running towards her, 
waving a telegram. 

“Mother seriously ill. ...” ^ 

Late that same afternoon, a telegraph boy kn<^ked at Xavier 
Frontenac’s door in Angouleme. Josefa, who rarely ventured 
to visit him m his home, was, on tliis occasion, helping him 
■with his packing, and had already, without a word to him, 
stowed away three of her own dresses in the trunk. As soon as 
she saw the slip of blue paper in Xavier’s fingers, she knew 
they would not go. 

“Oh, damnation . . . !” 

The tone of Xavier’s voice was, in spite of himself, almost 
cheerful, because, between the hncs of Blanche’s message - 
“Starting for Vichy mother seriously ill please come first train 
Bourideys look after children” - he could read the assurance 
that he would never have to ■write in die register of any Swiss 
hotel, the words - 'Monsieur and Madame Frontettae”, and that 
he would be fifiem hundred francs to the good. He passed the 
telegram across to Josdfa. She rcaliaed at once that her hopes 
were at an end. For fifteen years she had gro^wn used to being 
sacrificed upon the altar of the Froirtaiac deity. As a mere 
matter of form, she said: “It’s come too late: the tickets ate 
taken: we have already started. Send a ■wire from die finnder 
that you are terribly sorry. . . . After all, the children are 
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nearly grown-up” (from hearing them spoken about so often, 
she knew quite a lot) - “Monsieur Jean-Louis is close on 
eighteen, and Monsieur Jose — ” 

He interrupted her in a fury: 

“What’s come over you? Have you gone mad? Do you 
really think me capable of not responding when my sister-in- 
law appeals to me for help? . . . I’ve always told you that they 
must come first. . : . Cheer up, my dear, it only means putting 
off our holiday. We’ll go another time. ... Be sure to put on 
your cape, it’s getting rather /resh.” 

With a docile gesture she resumed her dark brown cape with 
the braided frogs. The ^ high, ruff-like collar framed, in the 
strangest way, her flabby face with that tip-tilted, “cheeky”, 
nose which alone had the power to awaken memories of the 
past in him. She had a receding chin, and her hat, perched on 
top of a thick coil of yellow hair, was a tangle of convincing 
artificial convolvulus. It was easy to see that her Iiair, when 
“down”, must reach to her waist. The weight of it broke all 
her combs. “Your hair’s always a mass of pinsl” 

Submissive though she had become, the poor woman, as 
she fastened her cape, muttered something to the effect that 
“one of these days you’ll find I’ve had just about as much as I 
can stand”. Xavier told her sharply to repeat what she had just 
said, and this she did, though with no great air of conviction. 
Xavier Frontenac, who treated the members of his family with 
an excessive delicacy, who was almost mo’.bidly scrupulous in 
his dealings with them, and in his liandling of business matters, 
went out of his way to behave to Josefa with a brutal lack of 
consideration. 

“Now that you’ve made your little pile,” he said, “you’re 
at perfect liberty to clear out, if you want to. . . , But you’re 
such a ninny that you’ll lose every penny of it. . . . You’ll be 
obliged to sell the furniture,” he added, “unless - but don’t 
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forget that the bills are all in my name, as is the lease of the 
flat. ...” 

“What! isn’t the furniture mine, then? ” 

He had touched her on her most sensitive spot. She adored 
the big bed which had been bought at Leveilley’s, in Bordeaux, 
with its gold fluting, and its head-board crowned by a torch 
and a quiver. Jos^fa had long come to see the torch as a horn of 
plenty sprouting hair, and the quiver as a similar object filled 
with goose-feathers. . . . These strange symbols neither worried 
nor surprised her. The night-table, resembling a richly adorned 
reliquary, was far too beautiful, she always maintained, for what 
it held. But the pride and joy of her hoart was the glass-feonted 
wardrobe. The ornamental pediment carried ai, design of the 
same horns of plenty interlaced by the same ribbons witii an 
added motif of roses, so deeply carved and undercut that, 
according to Jos^fa, one could count their petals. The mirror 
was set between two columns which were ribbed to half their 
height, and terminated, at their bottom end, in human torsos. 
The inside was of lighter wood which “showed up beautifully” 
the piles of drawers with lace borders “as broad as your hand”, 
of underskirts trimmed with stiffly starched scallops, and of 
dainty camisoles - all of which were Jos^fe’s delight, such a 
passion did she have for “linen”. 

“What, isn’t the J^iJrniture miner” 

She began to solk H; put his arms round her: 

“Of comrse i,’s yl^uri, you great baby.” 

“Actually,” sh^^d. wiping her eyes, “it’s silly of me to cry, 
because I never teally thought we should go. I diought therc’d 
be an earthquake. ...” * 

“Whereas, all that’s happened is thik old Madame Amaud- 
Miqueu has taken it into her head to peg out.” 

He was in high good humour, ovegoyed at the thought of 
joining his brother’s children in the country. 
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“Poor Madame Michd will fed terribly londy. . , 

Josdfa thought endlessly, and with deep devotion, of the 
being whom she had grown accustomed to set on the highest 
of high eminences. There was a short silence, at the end of 
which Xavier said; 

“If her mother dies, she will bt vcryrich. There will no longer 
be any need for her to touch a penny of the Frontenac fortune.” 

He walked roimd the table, rubbing his hands. 

“You must take the tickets back to the Agency. I’ll drop 
them a line. They’re clients •of mine and won’t make any 
difficulties. Keep the money they give you. . . . There’s some 
of your allowance still owing, and it’ll just about cover it” - 
he added gaily. 


VIII 

O N the day of Blanche’s departure for Vichy (she was to 
take the three o’clock tram), the family lunched in com- 
plete silence - that is to say, without speaking, for the 
absence of conversation made the noise of'fDrks and dishes seem 
louder than it would have been otherviisc. The children’s 
appetite rather shocked Blanche. When stf' came to die, they 
would go on eating just as they were doing'^ow . . . but, after 
all, hadn’t slie caught herself wondering, only a few moments 
ago, who would have the house in llie rue dc Cursol? Storm 
clouds had driven acrosif the sun, and the shutters had had to be 
opened. The peaches were attracting the wasps. Thedog barked, 
and Dani^le said: “It’s the postman.” Every head was turned to 
the window, towards the man who had come from the warren. 
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with his open box slung over his shoulder. Even in the most 
united of &mihes there is always somebody who is waitiii^ fijr, 
hoping for, a letter, of which the others know nothing. 
Madame Frontenac recognized die writing of her mother who 

might, at this very moment, be on her deathbed, or dead 

She must have written to her on the very morning of the 
accident. She hesitated to open the letter, finally made up her 
mind to do so, and burst into tears. The children were stag- 
gered at the sight of their mother’s grief. She got up and left 
the room with her two daughtors. No one, except Jean-Louis, 
had paid any attention to a large envelope which the servant 
had put in fi»nt of Yves. Mercure ife France . . . Mercure de 
France. Yves couldn’t bring himself to open it. . Just a bit of 
printed matter . . . that was all it was . . . printed matter. His 
eye caught a sentence. It was about liim: about his poems. . . . 
They had got his name wrong: Yves Frontenoux. Tliere was 
a letter. “Dear Sir, and dear Poet: m view of dieir unusual 
beauty, we have derided to print all the poems you have sent 
us. We should be obliged if you would correct the proofs and 
scud them back by return of post. ... So high is our opinion 
of your work, that the idea of remuneration seems to us to be 
quite out of place. With every expression of admiration, I 
remain, dear sir and dear poet, yours sincerely, Paul Morisse. 
PS. I hope that, in dvt course of the next few months, I may be 
allowed to sec sonp of your more recent productions. You 
will, however, understand that I cannot, in any way, commit 
this firm to any ulidertaking in the matter.” 

Three or four drops spattered the cardi at long intervals, and 
then, at last, the rain set inj a quiet, persistent, downpour. Yves, 
in his deepest being, was conscious c/f its freshness. Like the 
leaves, he rejoiced in the rain. It was as though the clouds had 
burst on him, and on him alone. He passed the envelope across 
to Jean-Louis, who, after a quick glance, slipped it into his 
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pocket. The yoonger children came back into the room. Their 
mother was calmer now, and would be down .when it was time 
for her to start. . . . Grandmamma said in her letter - “the 
dizziness in my head is worse than ever. . . .” Yves made an 
effort to break firom his happiness. It was round him like a fire: 
he could not escape the blaze. He forced himself to follow his 
mother’s journey in imagination - three trains as far as Bor- 
deaux, and then the Lyons express. She would change at 
Gannat. ... He had no idea how to correct proofs . . . How 
could he send them back by mum? . . . The letter had been 
forwarded from Bordeaux . . . that meant that a whole day 
had been lost already. „ 

Blanche appeared, her face concealed by a faUmg veil. One 
of the children cried out - “Here’s the carriage!’’ Burthe was 
having difficulty with the horse because of the flies. As a rule, 
the children squabbled about who should go with their modier 
in the victoria to the station, and come back, not on the let- 
down seats, but on the “springy cushions’’. But today, Jean- 
Louis and Yves ceded their right of precedence to Jose and the 
yoimgsters. They waved their hands and cned: 

“We shall expect a telegram tomorrow morning.” 

At last ! . . . there was no one now to dispute their sovereignty 
over house and park. The sun was shining through the rain- 
drops. The wdd weather had turned strSngely mild. The wind 
in die water-logged branches produced liin occasional short, 
sharp shower. The two boys could not si down because the 
garden benches were soaked. Conscqueimy, they read the 
proofs as they sauntered round the park with their heads close 
together. Yves said that now the poems were printed they 
seemed shorter. There "were very few misprints, and such as 
there were they corrected by the artless method they would 
have used in revising a fair-copy in class. When they reached 
the great oak, Jean-Louis asked suddenly: 
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“Why haven’t you let me see your latest poems?” 

“You didn’t ash me to.” 

Jean-Louis explained that he wouldn’t have taken any 
pleasure in them while the examinations were looming. Yves 
ofiTered to fetch diem. 

“Wait for me here.” 

He dashed away, running towards the house, drunk with 
happiness, his bare head thrown back. Deliberately, he pimped 
through the high clumps of broom and under the low-hanging 
branches, so as to feel the moisture on his face. The breeze 
created by his rapid progress seemed almost cold. Jean-Louis 
watched him bounding back towards him. This young brother 
of his, who looked so ill-kempt and squalid when in town, 
seemed almost to fly now with an angel’s grace. 

“Let me read them to you, Jean-Louis. I should so love to 
read them aloud. . . . Wait till I’ve recovered my breath.” 

They were standing with their backs to a tree and the 
younger boy could hear the beatmg of his fragile, over-driven 
heart against the ancient, hving, trunk which always, when on 
the eve of departure at the end of the hohdays, he would come 
to embrace. He began to read in an odd sort of sing-song which 
Jean-Louis at first thought silly, though, after the first few 
moments, he decided that no other tone would have been so 
suitable. Did he thin’ these new poems less good than the 
earher ones? He heltated to pronounce: he would have to 
re-read them. . . . what bitterness, what sorrow, in one so 
young! Yves, whril just now, had bounded towards him like 
a fawn, was reading m a hard, harsh voice. And yet, his only 
feeling was one of profbunti happiness. He no longer felt any- 
diing of the appalling misery which thde poems expressed. He 
was conscious only of the joy it gave him to have caught and 
fixed that misery in words which he felt to be eternal. 

“You must send them to the Mercure at the beginning of the 
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October term” - said Jean-Louis. “There’s no point in being 
in too much of a hurry.” 

“D’you like them better than the others?” 

Jean-Louis hesitated: 

“I think they go deeper.” 

As they approached the house they saw Jos6 and the younger 
children who had just got back &om the station. They looked 
solemn and important. Mane said it had been awful to see 
mamma crying so when the tram started. Yves turned away, 
a&aid lest they might guess at his happiness. Jean-Louis hastened 
to find an excuse for him. After all, grandmamma wasn’t dead 
yet. The news might have been exaggerated. This wasn’t the 
first time she had received Extreme Unction - it had happened 
on three separate occasions . . . besides. Uncle Alfred had a 
weakness for making things out worse than they were. 

Yves broke m thoughtlessly: 

“He takes his hopes for fact.” 

“Oh, Yves, how can you!” 

The children were shocked. But Yves was off agam like a 
skittish foal, leaping the ditches, clutching to his heart the 
proofii which he was going to read for die third rime m what 
he called his “house” - a place no better than a pig-sty, which 
stood in a wilderness of gorsc. . . . There he would gnaw his 
bone to his heart’s content. 

Jose watched him running: 'i 

“What a nasty brat it is ! - always gh m when things are 
going well, and as happy as a dog widi tails when there’s 
any had news. . . .” 

He whisded to Stop, and went oh' down die hdl towards the 
Hure to set his ground lines, as unperturbed and happy as 
though his grandmother had not been at death’s door. To feel 
drunk with happiness, his brother had needed but the first 
gleam of fame. It was enough for Josd to be a youth of seven- 
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teen with the summer holidays all before him, and a sure 
instinct for where the cels lay on the bed of the Hurc, 


IX 

D inner, in the absenc&iof mamma, was noisier than 
usual. Only the girls, educated at the Sacred Heart, and 
trained to habits of scrupulosity, thought that “it was 
no time for jokiug”. But even they could not laughing 
when Yves and Jose imitated the singers round the harmonium 
in church, with their mouths all screwed up: Rien pour me 
satisfaire dans ce vaste univers. Jean-Louis, serious and sensible as 
ever, went out of his way to find excuses for himself and his 
brothers. If they laughed, he maintained, it was because of 
nervous excitement. Really and truly they felt just as sad as 
everybody else. 

After dinner they went out into the dark night to meet 
Uncle Xavier who was due t<' arrive by tlie nine o’clock train. 
No matter how late tijey might be, the Bourideys train was 
always later still. stacks of freshly-cut planks, exuding 

resin, stood in a cinie round the station. The children wound 
their way between jirese obstacles, sustaining sundry bangs and 
knocks, and losin// jhemselves in die tangle of sweet-scented 
alleys. Their feet sank deep into the carpet of trodden pine- 
bark. They could not see It in the darkness, but knew diat by 
daylight it had the colour of dried blood. Yves maintained diat 
die planks were no less than the; broken Umbs of pines. Torn 
and stripped, these sacred bodies of the martyrs scented the 
air. 


B 
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“What a little ass!” growled Jose: “what’s that got to do 
with it?” 

They saw the gleam of die station lamp. A number of 
women were talking loud, and laughing. Their voices were 
piercing. There was something animal about them. The chil- 
dren went through the waiting-room and crossed the tracks. In 
the sileace of the woods they could hear the distant sound of the 
litde train, the rhythmic puffing which they knew so well, and 
often imitated in the winter days in Bordeaux, so as to remind 
themselves of die holidays. . . i There was a prolonged whisdc, 
a sound of escaping steam, and the majestic toy emerged from 
the darkness. There was* one traveller only in the second-class 
coach - it could be nobody but Uncle Xavier. 

He had not expected to find them so cheerful. They fought 
over his bag: they clung to his arms: they went through his 
pockets till they found what sort of sweets he had brought 
them. He let them lead him like a blind man between the 
stacks of sawn planks, and breathed in, happy as always when 
he made this journey, die night smells of the ancient country 
of the Peloueyres. He knew that at the road which skirted the 
town, they would exclaim - “Look out for Monsieur Dupart’s 
dog!” When the last house had been passed, an opening would 
appear in die dark mass of die woods, white streak which was 
the sandy path on which the children’s \v;et would make their 
old familiar sound. Over there, in the dist^icc, was the kitchen 
lamp, sliining like a great star at ground fcvcl. ... He knew 
that a delicious meal would be waiting icX' him, which the 
children, who had already dined, would not let liim cat in 
peace. When he let some word dro]p about their poor grand- 
mother, he was grcetcd'by a chorus of voices. They must wait 
for more accurate news. Aunt Caussade always exaggerated 
so. No sooner had he swallowed the last mouthful than he was 
dragged off to make the round of the park, in spite of the 
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darkness. This was a rite which he was never allowed to 
omit. 

“Smells good, doesn’t it, Uncle Xavier?” 

“It smells marshy,” he replied quietly: “and I rather thiiJc 
I am going to catch a chill,” 

“Look at all the stars.” 

“I’d rather look where I’m walking.” 

One of the little girls asked him to recite k mccbatit faticon 
et le gentil pigeon. When they were small, he had amused them 
with old stories and bits of nonsense, to which they would 
always listen with unduninished pleasure and unvarying 
laughter. . 

“Aren’t you ashamed at your age? - you’re ©ot children any 
longer, you know. . . 

Again and again during the long days of happiness and sun- 
sliine. Uncle Xavier would say - “you're not children any 
longer . . but the miracle was precisely that they could still 
bathe in the waters of childhood even when childhood had 
long been passed. They were the beneficiaries of a marvellous 
respite, of a mysterious dispensation. 

Next morning it was none other than Jean-Louis w'ho 
said: 

“Uncle Xavier, do irake some fire-ships.” He protested, for 
form’s sake, but, tha**Qone, took a piece of pine-bark, shaped it 
into a ship with a few strokes of his knife, and set a lighted 
match upright in ^le hull. The current set the flame floating 
down the Hure, ,fud the young Frontenacs felt again, as they 
had felt in days long ago, as they thought of the adventures 
lying ahead for this sliveifof Bourideys pine-wood. The Hure 
would carry it as fer as the Ciron; the Giron flowed into the 
Garonne not far from Prcignac , . . and at long last, the ocean 
would receive this little piece of wood firom the park where all 
the Frontenacs had grown up. Not one of them would admit 
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the possibility that it might get caught on a root, that it might 
rot into wreckage long before the Hure stream had carried it 
beyond the little town. It was essential, it was an act of &idi, 
to believe that from this secret streamlet of Les Landes, the 
fire-ship would pass into the Atlantic Ocean, “with its cargo 
of Frontcnac mystery” - as Y\ es put it. 

These great boys ran along the bank as they had always done, 
to keep the fire-ship from gomg aground. The sun, already 
fierce, filled the cicadas with a drunken joy, and flies were 
swarming about every scrap «,f living flesh. Burthe brought a 
telegram, which tlie children opened witli eager anxiety: 
“Slight improvement . » - How lovely! - they could eiyoy 
themselves now, and laugh with a clear conscience. But in the 
days that followed there came a moment when Uncle Xavier, 
peering at the blue form, read out - “Grandmamma desper- 
ate . . and die children, in consternation, were hard put to 
it to know what to do widi their happiness. Grandmamma 
Amaud-Miqueu was dying in a hot bedroom .at Vichy. But 
here, in the park, the long days of simshinc came to a blazing 
point. In the forest lands, no eye can sec the storms gathering. 
For a long while they lie hidden behind the pine-trees. Only 
the rising wind betrays their presence. They leap upon the 
countryside hke robbers from an ambvsh. Sometimes, copper- 
coloured clouds would swarm up fronis'^hc south. A sighing 
in the branches would make the children s^ it must be raining 
somewhere. 

But even on the days whai the news frdtn Vichy was bad, 
the silence and the brooding did not last for long. DaniMe and 
Marie put their faith in a Novena'^which they were nuking 
for their grandmother in conjunction with the Carmelites of 
Bordeaux and the Convent /if the Miscricorde. Jose would 
annoimce that “something told him she would pull through”. 
Uncle Xavier foimd it necessary to interrupt a Mendelssohn 
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chorus which they were singing, in three parts, seated on the 
terrace. 

Tout I'univers estplein de sa tru^nijicaue! 

Qu’on V adore, ce Dieu ” 

“If only for the sake of the servants,” he would say. But Yves 
protested that music was no bar to sadness and anxiety, and 
would wait until the glow of their uncle’s cigar had vanished 
in the darkness of the garden path, to start up an aria from 
Gounod’s Cinq-Mars, in his funpy, breaking voice. 

Nutt resplendissante et stlencieuse 

He addressed himself to the night as he migh^^have done to a 
person whose fresh, warm touch he could feel, whose breath 
was upon his face: 

Dans tes ptofoitdenrs, nuit dehcicuse 

Jean-Louis and Jose, seated on a bench at the top of the steps, 
leaned their heads back and looked at the shooting-stats. The 
girls cried out that a bat had got into their room. 

At midnight, Yves re-lit liis candle, having armed himself 
with the note-book which he used for his poems, and a pencil. 
Already the town cockr were replying to their brothers in the 
remote, forgotten fixfmsteads. Bare-footed, and in his shirt- 
sleeves, he leaned 4t his window and watched the sleeping 
trees. No one but His Guardian Angel would ever know how 
closely he rescmb’td Iiis father at the same age. 

One morning, a telegram bringing the message “No 
change”, was interpretedf as being reassuring. The day was 
glorious. Distant storms liad yielded » touch of coolness. The 
girls took alder twigs to their ungle for him to cut into whisdes. 
But they insisted that no detail of the operation, none of the 
sacred rites, should be omitted. In order to strip the bark it was 
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not enough that he should tap the wood with the handle ofhis 
penknife. He had also to sing a song in patois: 

Sabe, sahe ctJoumet. Te pourterey m pan naouet. 

Te pourterey une mitche toute caoule, Sabartn, 

Sabaro . . . 

The children took up the idiotic and sacrosanct words in 
chorus. Uncle Xavier broke off in the middle of what he was 
doing: 

“Aren’t you ashamed, at your age, to nuke me play the fool 
like this?” * 

But all of them felt obscurely that, as the result of some 
singular favour shown by the gods, Time had stood still. Power 
had been given them to leave the train which nothing halts. 
In die very process of growing up, they could stand in the 
shallows of childhood, could dawdle while childhood shppcd 
away for ever. 

★ ★ ★ 

The news about Madame Amaud-Miqueu improved. Things 
were going better than could have been hoped. Very soon now 
mamma would be back, and with her there they would have 
to curb their irresponsible foolishness. The special brand of 
Frontcnac laughter would have to ccsSr. 

They set off to meet her. She, too, wS^coming by the nine 
o’clock train. There was a moon. The light^tered between the 
stacks of sawn planks. There had been nh need to bring a 
lantern. ^ 

On their return from the station, the children watched their 
mother as she ate. She had changed! She looked thinner. She 
described how, one nig^t, grandmamma had been so ill that a 
winding-sheet had been got ready (when guests die in large 
hotels, their bodies are removed at once, under cover of dark- 
ness). She noticed that they were scarcely listening, that there 
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was some sort of understanding between the children and their 
uncle, made up pf private jokes and words with special mean- 
ings. She felt as thoi^h she were confronted by a world of 
mystery into which she had not the right of entry. She stopped 
talking and relapsed into a mood of gloom. She had not against 
her brother-in-law the same grounds of complaint as once she 
had had, because now that she was older the nature of her 
demands on him was different. Bu*: the children’s special brand 
of affection for him wounded her. She hated the knowledge 
tliat all their gratitude should be for liim. 

Blanche’s return broke the chai;m. The children were 
children no longer. Jean-Louis spent all his time over at Lcojats, 
and Yves began to suffer again from pimples. ... He had 
slipped back into his moody and mistrustful attitude. The 
arrival of the Mcrcure with his poems included in the table of 
contents did nothing to take the scowl from his face. At first 
he lacked the courage to show them to his mother or to Uncle 
Xavier, and when, at last, he brought liimself to do so, liis 
worst fears were realized. His uncle could make nothing of 
them, and quoted Boileau: “What is truly conceived must be 
clearly expressed.” His mother could not help having a momen- 
tary fechng of pride, b' t concealed it. She begged Yves not to 
leave the Review lying about, because it contained a “ disgust- 
ing contribution” by a “certain Remy dc Gourmont”. Jose, 
spluttering with laughter, read out the passages which he found 
most completely > ’loony”. Yves rushed at him in a fury, and 
got a good licking for his pains. He found consolation in the 
many letters he began fo receive from unknown admirers. 
From now on, these continued to arrive, though he failed to 
realize to the full the signifiemee of that £ict. The orderly 
Jean-Louis found genuine delight in filing and indexing these 
evidences of success. 
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In ilie first storm-laden days of September, die Frontenacs 
began to get on each other’s nerves. They lost their tempers. 
Quarrels flared up for no particular reason. Yves would throw 
down his napkin and leave the table ; Madame Frontenac would 
go to her room, and when she came down again, after repeated 
embassies and deputations of remorseful children, her eyes were 
often swollen and her face puffy. 


X 

T he storm of which these were the premonitory rumb- 
lings, broke on the September Feast of Our Lady. After 
luncheon, Madame Frontenac, Uncle Xavier, and Jean- 
Louis were closeted together m the small drawmg-room. The 
double doors were open, and in the billiard-room beyond, 
Yves was lying down, trying to get some sleep. The flies were 
plaguing him, and a large imprisoned dragonfly was bumping 
against the ceding. In spite of the heat, the two girls were 
careermg round the house on bicycles, \^ch in a different direc- 
tion, and uttering screams of dehght every time they passed 
one another. 

“We must fix the date of the luncheon before Uncle Xavier 
leaves,” Madame Frontenac was saying. “You must make the 
necessary arrangements with nice Monsieur Dussol, Jean-Louis. 
You’re going to have to spend most of your hfc with him, you 
know, and ...” 

Yves was delighted to hear Jean-Louis’s vehement protest: 
“No, mamma ... I keep on telling you, but you won’t 
listen. I have no intention of going into the business.” 
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“That is mere childishness on your part. I refuse to pay any 
attention to it. . . . You know perfectly well that, sooner or 
later, you will have to make up your mind to take yotir rightful 
position in the finn - and die sooner, the better.” 

“Dussol may be an excellent fellow,” put in Uncle Xavier, 
“and deserving of the fullest confidence. But the fact remains 
that it is high time - and more than high time - that a Frontenac 
was in charge.” 

Yves had half risen, and was straining his eats. 

“I’m not interested in the business.” 

“What, may I ask, are you interested in ?” 

Jean-Louis hesitated for a second, vi^ent very red, and then 
boldly announced: 

“Philosophy.” 

“Arc you completely out of your mind? Philosophy indeed! 
You’ll do exactly .is your father did before you, and your 
grandfxdicr before liim, Plulosophy is not a profession!” 

“As soon as I’ve got my degree, I intend to start work on 
my diesis. I shall take my time over it . . . and eventually I 
shall get a university post. . . .” 

“So that’s your ideal, is it!” exclaimed Blanche: “to be a 
state employee - did you hear that, Xavier? - a state employee! 
- a young man with the f nest business in Bordeaux waiting for 
him to step into !” 

It was at this point that Yves entered the room. His hair was 
tousled, his eyes blazing. He advanced through the cloud of 
smoke with which Uncle Xavier’s everlasting cigarette en- 
veloped feces and furniture. 

“How can you compare* ...” - he began in a shrill voice - 
“how can you compare the trade of a timber-merchant with 
the vocation of a man who has i^edicatcd his life to the things 
of the spirit? ... it’s .. . it’s indecent!” 

The two elders were dumbfounded. They stared at the 
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young enthusiast standing there before them in his shirt-sleeves, 
and with his hair falling over his eyes. His u^le told him in a 
trembling voice to mind his own business. His mother ordered 
him to leave the room. But, without paying the slightest atten- 
tion to them, he went on with his tirade. It was only to be 
expected, he said, that in suclr a completely unmeaning place as 
Bordeaux, a merchant of any kind should rank higher than a 
scholar, that a wholesale \ nne-dealer should regard himself as 
of more importance than a man like Professor Pierre Duheim 
of the Science Faculty, whose name would probably be entirely 
unknown there, if it wasn't that people thought he might be 
useful at cramming brainless yoimg fools for their Finals! (Yves 
would have &lt not a little embarrassed if he had been asked 
to give a concise account of Profosor Duheim’s labours.) 

“Listen to him standing up and speechifying! . . . You’re 
nothing but an unlicked cub, my boy. Why, if anybody 
squeezed your nose . . 

Yves completely ignored the interruption. It wasn’t, he said, 
only in this idiotic town that the things of the mind were held 
in contempt. All over the country teachers and intelleauals 
were starved and neglected. . . . “In France their name is mud; 
in Germany, the word professor is equivalent to a title of 
nobility. . . . But, then, the Germarfi* are a great people! . . .’’ 
He continued, his voice getting shriller and shriller, inveighing 
against aU patriotism and all patriots. Jean-Louis tried in vain to 
stop him. Uncle Xavier, now quite beside himself, was going 
on and on without producing the shghtest eflfect: 

“/’vc nothing to be ashamed of . . . everyone knows which 
side JTw on. . . . From the very beginning 1 beUeved in 
Dreyfus’s innocence . . , but I won’t let a young cub like 
this . . 

It was then that Yves allowed himself to indulge in a refer- 
ence to the “defeated of ’ 70 ” - a piece of insolence so crude 
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that it served to steady him. Blanche Frontenac had risen to 
her feet: 

“So now you insult your own uncle! . . . Leave die room 
at once, and don’t let me sec you again!” 

He crossed die billiard-room and went down the steps. The 
hiazmg heat opened before him and closed again behind. He 
plunged into the stifling airlessncss\tf the park. Clouds of flies 
hung buzzing close above the ground. Horseflies clung to his 
shirt. What he was feeling was not so much remorse as humilia- 
don. He was ashamed at having lost his head and struck out 
blindly. He should have remained calm and stuck to the point 
at issue. They were right ... he was just a kid. .... It had been 
horrible of him to say that to his uncle, unforgivcable. How 
could he get back into favour? The odd thing was that both his 
modier and his uncle had emerged from the quarrel quite unr- 
diminished in his eyes. Though he was still too youi^ to put 
liimself in their shoes, and to understand their point of view, 
he passed no judgment on them. Mamma and Uncle Xavier 
were still, as they had always been, special and privileged 
bemgs. They formed part of his childhood, were elements in 
a romantic whole from. which it was not in their power to 
isolate themselves. No n .ittcr what they might do, no matter 
what they might say, thought "V ves, they remained inseparable 
from the mysterious climate of his own existence. They might 
blaspheme against the things of the spirit, but it made no 
difference. Ihe spirit dwelt in them, and, tliough they did not 
know it, shed a radiance about their fo*t. 

Yves turned back. A threat of st '>tm had dulled the sky. But 
as yet there was no rumbling of thunder. The cicadas had fidlen 
silent, but there was an intense qjiivcring in the air above the 
meadow grasses. He walked on, shaking his head like a young 
colt in an effort to fire himself from the horse-flies, which made 
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no effort to escape but let themselves be crushed when he 
slapped at fiicc and neck. . . . “One of the debated of ’70” . . . 
He had not meant to be offensive. The children made a regular 
practice of pulling Uncle Xavier’s leg about the way in which 
he and Burthe had enlisted as volunteers, and how they had 
never so much as clapped eyes on a Prussian. But this time die 
words had contained soniethii^ more than a joke. 

He went slowly up the f:eps and came to a halt in the vesti- 
bule. The others were still in the small drawing-room. Uncle 
Xavier was holding forth : “k . . the day before I was due to 
go back to the regiment I decided to pay one last visit to my 
brother Michel. I jumped over the wall of the barrack-yard 
and broke my leg. In hospital I was put in a ward with the 
smallpox patients. I might have died there. . . . Your poor 
father, who knew nobody m Limoges, made so many repre- 
sentations dtat he finally succeeded in getting me out. Poor 
Michel, he had tried so hard to join die army, but it was no 
good (it was the year he went dowm with pleurisy). . . . For 
months and months he hung on in that appalhng town, where 
he could see me only for one hour each day. . . .” 

He stopped suddenly. Yves had appeared on the threshold. 
He saw liis mother’s glowering face turned towards him, and 
Jean-Louis’s anxious eyes. Uncle Xd'.'ier did not so much as 
glance at him. He could not think of anything to say. But at 
heart he was sdll only a child, and it was the child who came 
to his rescue. Without a word he flmig his arms round his 
uncle’s neck, and kissed him. The tears were pouring down his 
dieeks. Then he went to his mother and perched himself on 
her knee, burying his face in her* shoulder as he had been 
accustomed to do when he was very young. 

“It’s all very well being sorry, but my boy must learn to 
control himself, and not give way to temper . . .’’ 

Jean-Louis got up and crossed to the window. There were 
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tears in his eyes. He held out his hand and announced that he 
had felt a drop of rain. . . . Nothing that had happened could 
be of the least use to him. The rain was closing in on them - a 
great spider’s web, a net imprisoning him in this small and 
smoke-filled room. He would never escape from it - never. 

It had stopped raining. Jean-Louis and Yves were walking 
along the ride that led to die great^ak. 

‘'You’re not going to give in, arc you, Jean-Louis?” 

I’hc other made no answer. His hands wcr(‘ in his pockets, 
and his eyes were on die ground. He was kicking a pine-cone 
before him. But his brother would n^t leave the subject. At 
last he spoke in a voice which lacked conviction: 

“They tell me it’s a duty to all of you: that, left to himself, 
Jose wouldn’t amount to an) thing in the business. Once I’m 
in control, he can be tikcn in. . . . Tliey even seem to believe 
that the day will come when you, too, w^iU be only too glad 
to join me. . . . Now, don’t go off die deep end. They can’t, 
you see, understand the kind of person you arc. Would you 
believe it, they’ve even foi esccti die possibility that Daniele and 
Marie might get hooked up with cliaps who’ve got no regular 
jobs ” 

“No one could accu^t^them of not looking ahead!” -ex- 
claimed Yves (it made him funous to think that they actually 
believed it possible that he, too, might one day settle down to 
the family feeding-trough) - “Oh, they don’t leave anything 
to chance! They organize everybody’s happiness. They can’t 
understand that one might prefer to b«» happy in one’s own 
way! ...” • 

“To diem,” said Jean-Louis, “it isn’t a question of happiness 
but of acting for the common good, and in the interests of the 
family, , . . No, it’s not a question of happiness. . . . Have you 
noticed how they never use the word ? . . . Happiness • . . I’ve 
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never seen mamma without that worried and tormented look 
on her face. . . . If Papa had lived, I don’t thjnk it would have 
made any diSerence. . . . No, not happiness but duty ... a 
certain form of duty which they never shirk . . . and the awful 
thing, old man, is diat - 1 understand their point of view!” 

They had managed to reach the great oak before the rain 
started again. They could hear the shower pattering on the 
leaves. But the living bulki of the tree sheltered them beneath 
its mass of foliage which was thicker than any growth of 
feathers. Yves, a shade bombastically, spoke of the orJy real 
duty, the duty to what wc carry within us, to our work - 
to a Secret word of God, which must be communicated . . . 
the Message witli which wc have been entrusted. 

“Why d’you say *we’ - speak for yourself, Yves. I believe 
that you are someone with a message, that you do carry a secret 
witliin you. . . . But how should our mother and our uncle 
know it? So far as I am concerned, I have a horrid fechng that 
they may be right. As a teacher I should do no more than 
explain what other men have thought . . . though even that is 
one of the finest things in all the world to' do . . . work that’s 
enormously worth while giving one’s life to. . . .” 

Stop jumped out of a bush and dashed towards them with 
liis tongue hanging out. Jose coilsd not be far off. Yves 
addressed die muddy dog as though it had been a human. 

“Been down in the marsh, haven’t you, old man ?” 

A moment later, Jose, too, emerged from the underbrush. 
"With a laugh, he displayed his empty shooting-bag. He’d been 
flogging the Tcchoueyrc marshes all morning. 

“Not a thing! ... a few landrail, but all of them out of 
range ... I dropped a brace of moorhen, but couldn’t retrieve 
dn* • • * 

He had not shaved that morning. A young stubble showed 
dark on his childlike cheeks. 
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“I’m told dierc’s a wild boar out Biourge way.” 

By nightfall the tain had stopped. For a long while after 
dinner, under a late moon, Yves watched Jean-Louis pacing 
up and down between his mother and his imcle. He saw the 
three shadowy forms turn into the gravel path. The^ the dark 
patch made by their figures emerged from the pmc-trees into 
the moonlight. Blanche’s vibrant A>ncs dommated the talk, 
interrupted, from time to time, by'Xavier’s thinner, sharper, 
tones. Jean-Louis was silent. Yvesthad a feeling that his brother 
was lost, that he had been caught in a trap, that there was no 
hope of his freeing himself . . . “They shan’t get me . . .” But 
even while he was working himself up into a„state of resent- 
ment against his family, he knew in some obscure fashion that, 
of them all, he alone clung desperately to his childhood. The 
King of the alders should never lure him to his unknown 
realm . . . unknown? . . . Ah, known only too well! The 
alders from which came that voice of terrible sweetness, are 
called by dwellers m a Frontenac country, “vergnes”, and 
droop their loving branches above a stream the name of which 
IS part of their secret knowledge. The King of tlie alders had 
stolen no Frontenac children from their cradles. What he had 
done was to prevent them* finding a way of escape from child- 
hood. He wrapped them in the winding-sheets of their dead 
hves, burying them beneath a weight of lovely memories and 
rottmg leaves. 

“I am going to leave you alone with your uncle” - Blanche 
said to Jean-Louis. 

She passed close to Yves without seeing him. But he saw 
her. The moon shone full on her fortured face. Thinku^ her- 
self alone, she had shpped her hand beneath her blouse. That 
gland was worrying her ... all very well to keep on assuring 
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her that it was nothing. . . . She felt it with her fingers. She 
must not die before Jean-Louis had taken his.place as the head 
of the fiunily business, as the master of the femily fortune, as 
the younger ones’ protector. She prayed for her brood. Her 
eyes, gazing upwards at the sky, saw Our Lady of Perpetual 
Succour, ^hose lamp in the cathedral she maintained, spread 
her enveloping cloak about the Frontenac young. 

“Listai to me, my boy” - Uncle Xavier was saying to jean- 
Louis. “I am going to talk to you as 1 would to a man. 1 have 
failed in my duty to all you children. I should have taken the 
place left vacant in the business after your fether’s death. . . . 
It is for you to make up for my shortcomings. . . . No, don’t 
protest . . . You are about to say, aren’t you? that I was under 
no compulsion. But you’ve got enough of the fenuly feeling 
to realize that 1 deserted my post. It is for you to join up die 
ends of the chain which I broke. There is nothing tedious, I 
assure you, in running a great business which, perhaps, will 
provide shelter for your brothers, for your sisters’ husbands, 
and, later, for your children. ... By degrees we can buy out 
Dussol. . . . All this doesn’t mean that you won’t be able to 
keep abreast of what is going on in the world. . . . Your 
education will be an asset. ... I was reading, only the other 
day, an article in the Temps which s?c out to show that know- 
ledge of Grcdc and Latin and the Humanities is a fine training 
for future captains of industry. . . .” 

Jean-Louis was not listening. He knew diat he was beaten. 
Inevitably, in the long run, he would have surrendered. He was 
fully aware of the argument which carried most weight with 
him. Only just now, his mother had said: “We’ll have Dussol, 
and I see no reason why we shouldn’t invite the Cazavieilhs 
too ...” A moment later she had added: “Once your mihtary 
service is over, there’ll be nothing to stand in the way of your 
getting married, if you want to.” 
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It was Unde Xavier now who was walking beside him in 
a scented doud pf c^ar smoke. But an evening would come 
when it would be a young and rather stocky woman. ... He 
could antidpate his caUing-up date, and so be free to marry 
when he was twenty-one. Two more years, and then, all due 
formahties accomplished, he would be making ther round of 
the park at Bourideys in the darkness, with Maddeine. All of 
a sudden the thought of marriag* and its delights sec him 
trembling from head to foot. His breath came short and sharp. 
He could smell the wind which had touched the oaks of 
Leojats in passing, had swept, in the moonlight, round the 
white house, and filled witli its whisperkig the cretonne curtains 
of the room where Madeleme was lying, perhaps unable to 
sleep. 


XI 

I T’S a FouiUaron . . . came from Bordeaux in three hours 
. . . seventy kilometres . . . not a hint of trouble the 
whole way. . . .” 

Madame Frontenac’s guests were crowded round Arthur 
Dussol, who was still buttoned up to the neck in his grey, dust- 
proof coat. He took off his goggles, and smiled, screwing up 
his eyes. Cazavieilh, who was bending over the car, with a 
mingled expression on his Face qf respect and mistrust, was try- 
ing to think of some question to put to its owner. 

“Adjustable transmission-belt, you see,” said Dussol. 

“I needn’t ask whether it’s the latest model,” remarked 
Cazavieilh. 
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“Btand new. No one can say” (and Diissol gave the flicker 
of a smile) “that I’m ever behind the times.” . 

“True enough: one’s only got to take a look at your mobile 
sawing-plant to see dut. . . . What, if I may ask, are the special 
features of this car?” 

“Only a^ort while sgo” - began Dussol, as diough lectur- 
ing to a class' - “the normal form of transmission was by chains. 
But that’s a thing of the 
of adjustable belts.” 

“What an At notion,” said'Cazavicilh. “Just two adjiistable 
belts - eh? - is that all?” 

“Synchronized, of course - it’s the chain-belt system. Think 
of it this way: two cones working quite independently . . .” 

Madeleine Cazavieilh led Jean-Louis away. Jose, who was 
passionately interested in this talk of cars, questioned Monsieur 
Dussol on the subject of gears. 

“One can vary the speed as much as one likes by means of 
a simple lever” (Monsieur Dussol, with liis head tlirown back, 
and a look of almost religious gravity, seemed prepared to lift 
the habitable globe) - “just as m the steam-engme,” he added. 

Dussol and Cazavieilh sauntered slowly off. Yves followed 
them with his eyes, fescinated by their air of importance, by 
the self-satisfaction which seemed to drrip from tlicm. Now and 
again they came to a halt in front of one of die pines, looked it 
up and down, argued about its probable height, and tried to 
guess its girth. 

“What should you put it at, Cazavieilh ? . . .” 

Cazavieilh mendoned a figure. Dussol gave a great laugh, 
so that his stomach, which looked is though it were an extra 
protuberance fastened on to his body, shook. 

“You’re a long way out!”. 

He took a measuring tape from his pocket, put it round the 
trunk, and said with an air of triumph: 


past. . . . It s all done now by means 
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“See? - 1 wasn’t so far off, was I? ” 

“How much 4’you think one could get from a tree this size, 
in terms of planks ?” 

Dussol brooded over the pine in meditative silence, while 
Cazavieilh, also sUent, watched liim in an attitude of respect, 
waiting for the verdict. Dussol took out his notebook, and 
plunged into a series of calculations. Atjast^^c gave his 
opinion. ^ 

“I’d never have believed it!” said Cazavieilh. “Wonderful, 
that’s what it is, wonderful!” • 

“I find my eye comes in very useful at sales!” 

• 

Yves went back towards the house. Tho,fine September 
morning was rich with an unaccustomed fragrance of truffles 
and sauces. He wandered round to the kitchens. The hired 
butler was in a bad temper, because they had forgotten to 
decant one of the wines. Yves went through the dining-room. 
The Dubuch girl would be between him and Jose. He re-read 
the Menu: U^ure a la Villafranca, passage dc miiricrs, then left the 
house again and went into the stablc-yard where Dussol, a 
folding-rule in his hand, was measuring the distance between 
the wheels of a tilburv. 

“What did I tell you: - out of the straight: this tilbury of 
yours wants a lot doing to it: if you don't believe me, measure 
it up for yoiusclf.” 

It was CazaviciUi's turn now to squat down beside Dussol. 
Y ves gazed in anuzement at the spectacle of the two enormous 
rumps. At last tlic two men scramble'! to their feet, scarlet in 
the face. 

“You’re absolutely right, ’pon my word you really are 
extraordinary, Dussol!” , 

A silent chuckle set Dussol quivering. He was bursting with 
conceit. His eyes were almost invisible. He had just enough 
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intelligence to calculate the profit to be made out of people and 
objects. 

He and Cazavieilh went back towards the house. Now and 
again they would both of diem come to a full stop, gaze at 
one another as though engaged in resolving some problem 
concerned with the eternal verities, and then, start off ^ain. 
Yves, monirnlcss in the middle of the path, felt himself swept 
suddenly by an intoxicating, a horrible, cravii^ to draw a gun 
and let fly at them treacherously, from behind: Bang! - right 
in the back of the neck! Orer they’d roll: bang! -bang I - 
why wasn’t he an Emperor, a negro despot! 

“I’m a monster!’’ - was what he said aloud. 

The hired buder appeared at the top of the steps: 

“Luncheon is served!” 

“ . . . With die fingers, of course i . . .” 

They began to wolf the crayfish, cracking the shells and 
sucking out the contents with an air of absorbed attention, as 
though they were torn between a desire to leave nothing in the 
dish, and a concern to observ,"' die dictates of good manners. 

Yves observed at close range ehe browii-skinncd, fragile arm 
of the Dubuch girl; a cliild’s arm a*;tached to a shoulder which, 
for all its roimdncss, produced somehow the impression that 
it was immaterial. He lacked the courage to do more than 
shoot a sidelong glance at her face. The eyes were too large: 
the wings of the nose were wings indeed. The mouth alone, 
which was fleshy to excess and lacking in colour, struck a 
human note in this angelic physiognomy. The general view was 
that it was a pity she had so little hair, but her method of doing 
it (with a central parting and two coils over the ears) revealed 
a type of beauty which the world at large has only gradually 
come to appreciate - the contour of an exquisitely moulded 
bead, the pure lines of a nape. Yves was reminded of the repro> 
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ducdons of certain Egyptian bas-telie& in a book on Ancient 
History which he had used at school. Sudi pleasure did he find 
in morely looking at this young girl that he made no attempt 
to talk to her. At the beginning of the meal he had said that 
living in the country must give her plenty of time for reading. 
To this observation she had barely deigned to reply, and was 
now deep in talk with Jos(S about ridit^ apd slj^oting. Yves 
had been accustomed to seeing his brother dhhevelled and 
badly-dressed - a “real man of thl woods”, as he had called 
him, and was surprised to notice that today for the first time, his 
hair was smarmed down, his sun-tanned cheeks closely shaved, 
and his teeth a gUttering white. But the most remarkable thing 
of all was that he was talking. Jos6 who, in the family circle, 
never uttered a word, was actually making his neighbour 
laugh! She was quite obviously infituated: - “How silly you 
are! I suppose you think that funny!” Jose never took his eyes 
off her. There was a fixed look on his face which Yves was 
too inexperienced to recognize as the very mark and signal of 
desire. He remembered, however, what their mother had so 
often said: “-Jose’s the one, who is going to need watch- 
ing. ... I shall have my work cut out with him ” He never 

missed a village fait orXe*"-. Yves thought it stupid of him to 
find so much pleasure in lucky-dips and merry-go-rounds. But 
on the most recent of these occasions, he had discovered that 
his brother had given a miss to the wooden horses, and had 
spent his time dancing with the farmers’ daughters. 

All of a sudden, he felt sad. It was ridiculous to suppose that 
the Dubuch girl, who was seventeen, could really take Jos^ 
seriously. All die same, she was enjoying his jokes. There was 
an imderstanding between them which went deeper than 
words. It had nothing in it of*deliberatc intention, but was 
controlled by the pulsing of their blood. It occurred to Yves 
dut he was jealous, and he felt ashamed. The real truth was 
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that he was conscious of being ignored, isolated. He did not 
say to himself - 1, too, one of these days, and perhaps quite 
soon . . . 

At the other end of the table, Jean-Louis and Madeleine 
Cazavieilh were looking precisely as they were to look on the 
occasion oif their betrothal. . . . Yves, who was drinking all the 
different wh^es which accompanied the meal, glanced down 
the table, along the avenue, of fices, to where, at the far end, 
he could see in a haze that cider brother who had fallen into the 
pit from which he would nwet succeed in escaping. Beside 
him, the lovely female who had served as bait, sat quiet, 
relaxed and happy, her task accompHshed. She was not, really, 
so stocky a figure as she appeared to Yves. She had given up 
wearing boleros, and had on a white muslin dress which left 
her handsome arms, and the pure hne of her neck, exposed. 
Her appearance was at once ripe and virginal. She was waiting. 
Occasionally, she and Jean-Louis exchanged a few words. Yves 
wished that he could hear whs t they were saying. Had he done 
so, he would have been amaz<xl to find how vapid were their 
interchanges. ‘We’ - Jean-Loui was thinking - ‘have all our 
lives before us: time enough i^ which to get to know one 
another. . . .’ They were discussing»-<-hc mulberries which had 
just been put before them, and had been so difficult to get hold 
of, pigeon-shooting, the setting of decoys which would have 
to be done soon, because die wood-pigeons which herald the 
coming of the wilder species, would soon be here. . . . All the 
space of their two Hves in which to explain to Madeleine . . . 
explain what? It was hidden from Jean-Louis that, as those 
years sped by, existence, for him, would be beset with many 
dramas, that he would have children, and lose two of them, 
that he would make an enormous fortune which, towards the 
end of his life, would collapse - and that through all the chaises 
and chances husband and wife would continue to talk about 
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the same simple, silly things which had been all-sufficient for 
mutual happiness in this dawning moment of their love, as 
they sat through an interminable meal, while the wasps buzzed 
round the piles of firuit, and the ice-pudding melted into a 
pinkish cream. 

Yves contemplated this trivial happiness of Jean^Louis and 
Madeleine with fecUngs that partook at once of envy and con- 
tempt. Not once had the Dubuch girl tumet^dowards him. 
Jos6, the great cater of the femily, l^uite forgot to give himself 
a second helping of the differentodishes. But, like Yves, he was 
indulging freely in the wines. A light dew of sweat was beading 
his forehead. Such was the power of the girl’s eyes that, when 
she let them dwell for a moment on some tgan in whom she 
took not the slightest interest, he at once imagined that their 
glorious radiance had been kindled for him alone. The be- 
witched Jose decided in the secrecy of his heart that before the 
night was much older he woul«^ take the young enchantress 
for a stroll. 

“You won’t’ go without payrig a visit to my pigeon-farm, 
now, will you? - promise!’’ 

“What, over at Maryan? ^ 6u must be cuckoo! It’s a good 
half-hour’s walk!” 

“We could talk there undisturbed.” 

“Oh, I’ve had quite enough of your talking, thank you . . . 
just a lot of nonsense!” 

Suddenly, she turned to Yves: her eyes were shining. 

“How terribly long this lunch is.” 

Yves felt so d^zlcd that he would h.ivc liked to hide his face 
in his hands. In his bewilderment he tried to find somctliing to 
say. The sweet biscuits had gone round. He looked at his 
mother. She was in one of those absent-minded fits which came 
upon her in company, and had forgotten to move. There was a 
vi^ue and worried look in her eyes. She had slipped two fingers 
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into the opening of her blouse. While the parish-priest was 
describii^ his diHerences with the Mayor, she was thinking of 
life at its last gasp, of death, of God’s Judgment Seat, and of the 
breaking-up of family estates. 


*XII 

c 

S ATED with good food, the men of the party had gathered 
under the trees for^coifee and liqueurs. Dussol had taken 
Uncle Xavier aside, and Blanche Frontenac followed them 
with anxious eyes. She was frightened lest her brother-in-law 
should let himself be “done”. Yves made his way round the 
house, and then started along the deserted ride which led to the 
great oak. There was no neq-l for him to go far to be out of 
reach of didr voices, out of i^fmelling distance of their cigars. 
Wild nature was close at han^. Already, though he had gone 
but a little way, the trees we\" tmaware that there had been 
guests to luncheon. 

He jumped a ditch. He was sLgJidy drunk (though not as 
much as he feared he might be, for he had let himself go over 
the wine). His hide-out, his “hut” was waiting for him. Furze 
bushes, which the peoples of Lcs Landes call “jaugues”, and 
bracken, high as a man, surrounded and protected it. It was a 
place sacred to tears and to the reading of forbidden books, a 
scene of wild outbursts and of inspiration. There he had flung 
his challenges to God, there he had prayed and there blas- 
phemed. For some days he had not been near it. Already in the 
imtroddcn sand lion-ants had dug their tiny holes. Yves car^bt 
an ant, and threw it into one of them. The creature tried to 
climb out, but the crumbling sides gave way beneath it. From 
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the bottom of its prison it sent up a Utde shower of sand. 
Barely had it re^ed the hp of the chasm than it slid down 
again. Suddenly it felt itself in the grip of a claw. It £)ught, 
but the monster pulled it slowly underground. Appalling £ite! 
All around the crickets were shrilling in the sdU heat of the 
lovely day. Dragonflies were hovering, reluctant to settle. The 
pink and russet heather, filled with bees, was already sweet 
with honey-scent. Yves could see above the sandAnly the ant’s 
head and two small, despairing feet, ^^aning above this diminu- 
tive mystery, the boy of sixteen brooded upon the problem of 
evil. The grub that had devised this trap and must, to live and 
turn into a butterfly, inflict on ants a ghastly agony; the insert’s 
terrified clamber from the hole, its ^ures, j[nd the monster 
gripping it ... all this nightmare was part of the Great Plan. 
Yves took a pine-needle and disinterred the lion-ant, a flabby 
and now powerless grub. . . . The rescued insect went on its 
way, as busy and preoccupied as it . companions, and seemingly 
oblivious of what it had endured • doubtless because the ordeal 

had been lutural', had been in acco* dance with Nature’s laws 

But Nature had not reckoned .vith Yves. With his troubled 
heart and his power to suffer, ne lay there in a nest of furze. 
Had he been the sole hum^ ueing hving and breathing on the 
surfiu;e of the earth, still, it was enough for him to be there 
to destroy the rule of blind necessity, to break the endless 
sequence of monsters devouring and devoured. He could break 
the chain. The least movement of love could break it. Into the 
hideous order of the world love could introduce its adorable 
power of reversal. That was Christ’s mystery, and the mystery 
of those who take Christ as their model. “For that art thou set 
apart ... I have chosen thee for the upsetting of all things. . . .” 
Out loud, the boy said: “It is I who am speakuig . . .’’ (he 
pressed his two hands to his sweating face), “it is always our- 
selves speaking to ourselves. . . He tried not to think. High 
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above him, to the south, into the blue sky rose a covey 
of wood-pigeons. He foUowcd diem with his eyes until they 
vanished from sight. “Thou knowest full well dut I AM who 
have chosen thee.” Yves, squattmg on his heels, took a handful 
of sand and cast it on the empty air. There was a wild look in 
his eyes, and again and again he cried aloud: “No! . . . no! . . . 
no! 

“I have ch iscn thee, have set thee apart from others, have 
marked thee w>h my sigr^” 

Yves clenched Ins fists. Tim was pure dchnum, he told him- 
self: he was flown with wine. He wanted only to be left alone. 
He wanted no more th«n to be a boy of his age, just like every 
other boy of his age. He would know well enough how to 
escape from sohtude. 

“Always will I build it up about thee.” 

“Am I not free? - yes, I am free!” - he cried. 

He stood up, and his shadiiw moved upon the bracken. 

“Thou art free to drag tl>i-ough the world a heart which I 
have not created for the world - free to seek oh earth the food 
for which thou wast not dc^tmed, free to try to assuage a 
hunger which will never find\vhcrcwithal to satisfy itself. In 
no hving creature shall it find s^Ai^faction, and thou wilt turn 
in vain from one to another.” 

“I am talking to myself,” he said again: “I am just like other 
men: I am their living image.” 

There was a singing in his ears. A longmg for sleep stretched 
him upon the sand. He lay with his head on his crooked arm. 
A bee buzzed about him, then flew away to be lost in the 
spaces of Heaven. . . . The cast wind was heavy with the smell 
of baking bread and sawn wood. He closed his eyes. Flics clung 
to his face which had a taste of salt. With a sleepy gesture he 
drove them from him. . . . The sight of him lying there did 
not worry the evening crickets. A squirrel dambered down the 
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nearest pine, and, on its way to drink at the stream, passed dose 
to him. An ant, perhaps the very ant that he had rescued, began 
to crawl up his leg with others at its heels. How long would 
he have had to stay motionless before they grew bold enough 
to eat him? 

The hreshness of the stream awakened him. He made his 
way out of the tangled undergrowth. There were ^^tains of resin 
on his coat. He picked die pine-needles from^s hair. The 
meadow-mist was creeping gradually into the woods, and it 
was like the breath from a living mouth in cold weather. As 
he turned a comer in the ride, he found himself face to face 
with his mother. She was telling her Rtisary. She had thrown 
an old violet shawl over her party dress. A lace »fall” -“a lovely 
thing”, as she always called it - adorned her bodice. ... A long 
gold chain and a string of small pearls w'ere secured by a brooch 
which carried two large initials, B and an F, interlaced. 

‘‘Where’ VC you been ? . . . The 1 were looking for you . . . 
it was scarcely polite.” 

He took his modier’s atm and pressed against her. 

“I’m frightened of people,” f c said. 

“Frightened of Dussol? frirviiencd of the Cazavieilhs? . . . 
My dear boy, you must he*nad !” 

“They’re ogres, maimna.” 

“I must admit,” she said dreamily, “that tlicy haven’t left 
much.” 

“Do you think tliat anything at all will be left of Jean-Louis 
in ten years’ time? Dussol will swallow him, bit by bit.” 

“What nonsense you do,talk!” 

The words were uncompromising, but there was a note of 
tenderness in the voice that spoke them. 

“You must try to understand me, darling. I want to sec Jean- 
Louis settled. His home will be your home. As soon as he has 
a family life of his own I can depart in peace.” 
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“I won’t have you say things like that, mamnu!" 

“Even after that short little walk I’ve got to sit down: so, 
you see there is something in what I say.’’ 

She dropped on to the bench which stood under the great 
oak. Yves saw her slip her hand into her bodice. 

“You know it’s not malignant. . . . Amozan has told you 
that a hundirad times.’’ 

“So they ^v . . . but that’s not the only thing . . . there arc 
the rheumatic tWinges roulid my heart. I don’t think you realize 
how much suiFering I have to put up with. You’d better face 
the truth, my boy: sooner or later you’U have to. . . .” 

Once again he pressed against his mother, and took her 
broad, worn ftice between his hands. 

“You arc here,” he said: “you will always be here.” 

She felt him shiver, and asked whether he felt cold. She 
covered him with her viold* shawl. They snuggled together, 
both enveloped in the same/’dd woollen wrap. 

“You had this shawl whci I made my First Communion, 
mamma ... it smells just the same.” 

“Your grandmother brou^ it back from Salies.” 

Perhaps for the very last tim- as a small boy Yves pressed 
against his mother’s Hving bod^*\t any moment she might 
disappear. But for centuries and centuries the Hure would 
flow, and imtil the end of time the mists would rise from these 
meadows towards the evening star. 

“You who know so much, Yves, tell me - do the spirits in 
Heaven think of those whom they have left behind on earth? 
. . . That, at any rate, is what I believe. ... I can entertain no 
thought against the Faith . . . but how is it possible to imagine 
a world in which you, my dear ones, will not be all in all to 
me?” 

Then did Yves assure her that all separate loves would be 
perfected in the one and only Love, that the heart’s aflecdon 
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would be lightened^d purified of all that once had muddied 
it. . . . He was apiazed at his own words. 

His mother murmured on a sigh: 

“Oh, how I pray that none of you will ever be lost!” 

They got up, and Yves’s mind was^fiill of anxious thoughts, 
while the old woman, now at peace, leaned on his aftn. 

“I always tell others that they do not know^y darling Yves. 
Hot-headed you may be, but of all my children ^u arc the one 
who is nearest to God. . . .” 

“No, mamma! - please don’t %ay that! No! no! . . .” 

Suddenly he broke from her. 

“What’s wrong with you? what's the matter?” He walked 
in front of her, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hundred. 
She panted in her effort to keep up with him. 

Madame Frontcnac was tired o^. As soon as dinner was over 
she went to her room. Since tlfc. *?ght was fine, the other 
members of the family started oU'i yr a stroll in the park, but 
no longer in a compact gro’ p. Already, hfe was loosening the 
bonds whidi had held tlie boys jigether. . . . Jean-Louis passed 
Yves at a comer of the path^ibut neither stopped. The dder 
wanted to be left alone wifVhis happiness. He was no longer 
oppressed by a sense of diminution, by a feeling that he had 
fallen from a high estate. Certain things that Dussol had said 
about the workers had awakened in him preoccupations which 
were still at the vague stage. He would do good, in spite of his 
business associate, would further the conting of a Christian 
social order. He would n^t be content with wordy theories, 
but would do something cotjcretc. Whatever Yves might 
think, that was more important than any amount of speculative 
philosophy. . . . The smaUest acj of charity ranks immeasur- 
ably higher. . . . Jean-Louis could not live happily on the 
labour of those who were strangers to happiness. ... ‘I want 
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to help them to build homes that shall be conceived in the 
image of mine . . He saw the gleam of Un^le Xavier’s cigar. 
For a while the two of diem walked side by side. 

“You’re happy, my boy, aren’t you? - What did I say?’’ 

Jean-Louis made no attempt to explain to his unde the 
nature of the projects which had so filled him with enthusiasm. 
Nor was it possible for his unde to put into words his own 
pleasure at tl<^ idea of getting back to AngoulSme . . . Jos^fi 
had been disappointed in that matter of the trip, but he would 
make it all up to her, and at litde cost to liimself- maybe by 
doubling her monthly allowance. . . . He would say, “After 
all, if we’d gone, it w«»uld all be over by this time. . . .’’ 

‘First of all,’ Jean-Louis was thinking, ‘before I can even think 
of anything m the nature of a Mission, there are certain essential 
reforms to be carried through . . , some form ofprofit-sharmg.’ 
From now on he must shap' all his reading to that end. 

By die light of the moonijthey saw Jose cross the ride from 
one dump of bushes to auo>hcr. They could hear the crackle 
of twigs under his feet. WJ^ere was this particular Frontenac 
off to? - diis young fox who.ji they could have trailed by his 
scent? ... In the darkness he a^as, of aU of them, the closest 
akin to die purely instinctive ai^Sijal, the young male outcast 
whose fate it would be never to find the female whom he 
sought. On he went, treading die dead leaves under foot, tear- 
ing his hands on the prickly furze, until at last he reached the 

Home-Farm which lay just beyond the confines of the park 

From somewhere under die pergola a dog growled. The 
kitchen window stood open. The Jaindy was grouped about 
the table, ht by an oil lamp. Jose could sec in profile the married 
dat^hter, the one widi a thick neck and a small head. He stood 
there, munching a leaf of mint, and never taking his eyes from 
her. 

Meanwhile, Yves was making the round of the park for the 
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third time. Not yet was he conscious of the weariness whidh 
soon would him, utterly worn out, upon his bed. At 
dinner he had drunk the wine of feasting to the dr^s, and now, 
feeling wonderfully clear-headed, was casting up the day’s 
balance-sheet, and constructing the framework of that doctrine 
into the secret freedoms of which Jean-Louis was no longer 
worthy to be admitted. His state of semi-drunkenness had filled 
him with a facile sense of genius. He would m^e no choice. 
He was under no compulsion to ch*osc. He 1^ been wrong 
to say “No!” to that urgent voice which might, for all he 
knew, have been die voice of God. Never would he say “No!” 
to anybody, and fiom that refusal to rtfuse would spring his 
drama and the tensions out of which his work would grow. 
All his poetry was to be the expression of a rending struggle - 
to refuse nothing, never to rcfiisrf himself to anydiing. All 
imaginative work thrives on pained passion, drawing from 
them the sustenance which swells khc bud of art. But because 
the poet is torn and rent, so also as he pardoned. 1 know that 
Thou hast kept for the poet a place i'* the Legions of the Blest . . .” 
The monotonous sound of his voice would have thrilled Uncle 
Xavier, so like it was to Michel Frontenac’s. 

Blanche was so tired that die expected to go to sleep as soon 
as she had blown out her candle. But she could hear the 
children’s footsteps on the gravel. . . . She must remember to 
send some money to the baihif at Respide . . . she must find 
out how her balance stood at the Credit Lyonnais. . . . October 
Quarter-Day would soon be coming round. . . . Fortunately, 
the house-property was sdll^ntact. But vhat did all that matter 
now! She touclied the gland with her fingers. She looked into 
her heart. 

Not one of the Frontenacs on tliis especial night was visited 
by the slightest presentiment that for all of diem an era was 
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to end with the close of diese summer holidays. The long, hot 
days were already &ding into a past to which, as diey with- 
drew, they were carrying, never to be restored, the pure and 
simple pleastires of a happiness that leaves no stain upon the 
heart. 

Yves, alone, was conscious of a change, but the effect of that 
knowledge was that, more than all the others, he would btiild 
for himself aVotld of illusion. He saw himself standing on the 
threshold of a'^'Ufe blazing with inspiration and filled with 
perilous experience. In fact,' though he did not know it, he 
was about to enter upon a period of squalor. For the next four 
years his every thought would be dominated by the terrors of 
examinations. The circles in which he must move would be 
dim and mediocre. The restlessness of puberty and its petty 
prurience would set him a level with his companions and 
make of him their fellow. T ic time was fiist approaching when 
his main preoccupation wet^d be how to get liis mother to 
let him have a latchkey, aiii how to wheedle firom her per- 
mission to stay out after nutfnight. He would not be unhappy. 
At long intervals a whisper firom his deeper self would drift 
to the surface of his hfe, as from some being shrouded and 
entombed. At such times he woiiftd let his companions go their 
ways without him. Seated alone at a table in the Cafe de 
Bordeaux, among the thktles and the shapeless women of the 
art nouveau mosaics, he would start scribbling away on sheets 
of letter-paper, at top speed, without troubling even to form 
his writing properly for fear of losing the words which are 
whispered in the poet’s ear once, and once only. Then would 
come Paris, and the task of developing diat other self whom, 
already, a tiny group of enthusiasts would be already praising 
to the skies, a group so small, that it would be many years 
before he awoke to his own importance and took the measure 
of his victory. A produa of the Provinces, an admirer of 
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established reputations, he would, for a long time, Sail to realize 
that his was a reputation of a different kind - that his was a 
genius bom in obscurity, working underground like a mole, 
and not emerging into the light until much journeying in the 
unseen depths had been accomplished. 

But agony lay in wait for him. How could its ho/ror have 
been foretold to the Yves Frontenac now leaning at his bed- 
room window in the mild and moist September darkness? The 
more his poetry won the hearts of (^tI^ers, the^norc was he to 
feel himself impoverished. Straftgers wouKl drink of those 
waters, and only he would know how muddied and befouled 
had grown the source from which they flowed. That know- 
ledge would lie at the roots of his self-distrust,, causing him to 
shrink from the clamorous enthusiasm of the Paris world. It 
w'ould set him for a long time at with the editor of one 
of the most influential of die “advanced” Reviews, and, in 
the long run, would make him lesitate to collect his poems 
into a volume. 

Yves, at his vnndow, murmured an evening prayer to die 
tangled darkness of tree-thick Bourideys and the wandering 
moon. He was ready and eager for all that the future might 
hold, even if it turned out to be suffering. What he was not 
ready to face was the shame of long outliving his inspiradon, 
of using subterfuge to keep his fame alive. He could not foresee 
that one day he would find words to express this drama in a 
Journal which, after a great war, would be published, nor that 
he would resign himself to making it public after a long age of 
silence. That terrible recor<^ was to prove die crowning feature 
of his reputation, and to do more for his fame than all his 
poems. It was to bru^ enchantment and a pleasing turmoil into 
the hearts of a despairii^ generation. And so it was that, on this 
September night, God, maybe, saw this young boy rapt in 
reverie before the sleeping pines, as the startii^-point of a 
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strange sequence of cause and efiect. The youth who thought 
himself so proud was very far then &om realizing how wide 
an influence he would exert. Not even vaguely did he dream 
that the destiny of many would be difierent flrom what on 
earth and in Heaven it might have bem.had no Yves Frontenac 
been both. 
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XIII 

“ I ^rVE thousand francs worth of debt in three months! 

I^Who would ever have dreamed of such a thing in our 
day, Dussol?” 

“Ah, but we, Catissadc, had a proper respect for money - we 
knew how our dear parents had i trained ard slaved to put 
something by. We were broi^ht* up to belict’e in saving. ‘Dis- 
cipline - Work - Economy’ - such was my admirable fatlier’s 

„ »» »/ 

motto. 

Blanche Frontenac broke in on them. 

“It’s not you we’re discussing, Imt Jose.’’ 

She was sorry now that she^iad taken Dussol and her 
brother-in-law into her confidenr c. . . . When Jean-Louis dis- 
covered what was going on, he had had to mention it to 
Dussol, because Jose had been pledging the firm’s credit, and 
Dussol had insisted on calling a fainily-council. But Madame 
Frontenac and Jean-Louis had been against saying anything to 
Uncle Xavier. He had a bad heart, and this blow might make 
it worse. Why, Blanche wondered, had Alfred Caussade been 
brought into the business at alP Jean-Louis regretted it as much 
as she did. 

The young man sat facing his mother. Office life had aged 
him. His hair was already receding, although he was not more 
than twenty-three. 

“The boy really must b# a half-wit” — said Alfred Caussade 
- “I gather that quite a lot of fellows have had this woman for 
nothing . . . ever seen her, Dussol?” 

“Once” - replied Dussol - “aqid not from choice, I can 
assure you! Madame Dussol wanted to go to the Apollo, just 
to see what the place is like, you know, and I didn’t feel 1 had 

lOI 
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any right to refuse to take her. Naturally, we had a box - we 
didn’t want to be seen. The way that creature St^phane Paros 
danced! - not a stitch on her legs! . . .” 

Uncle Alfred’s eyes gleamed. He leaned closer to the 
speaker: 

“I’m told that sometimes , . .’’ 

The rest of the sentence was inaudible. Dussol took off his 
pince-nez and threw back his head. 

“It’s only frir to say,” l.e went on, “that she was wearing 
some sort of close -fitting garment on the upper part of her 
body - a very flimsy sort of affair, to be sure, still, it did cover 
her. . . . She always does. I’m told. . . . You can’t suppose diat 
I should have exposed Madame Dussol . . . Still, bare legs arc 
bad enough in all consdenre. . . 

^‘And bare feet . . .” put 1 1 Alfred Caussade. 

“Oh, feet!” - and Dussol nade an mdulgcnt grimace. 

“Speaking for myself ...” - declared Alfred with a sort of 
embarrassed eagerness - “I find bare feet more disgusting than 
anything else. . . .” 

Blanche interrupted him angrily: 

“It’s you who are being disgustmg, Alfred!” 

He protested, tugging at his beard, and smoothing it with 
his hand: 

“My dear Blanche! . . .” 

“It’s time we reached some kind of decision. What do you 
advise, Dussol?” 

“Send him away, dear lady. The sooner he leaves and the 
further he goes the better. My own v hoicc would be Winnipeg 
. . . but I know you won’t agree to that. . . . We need some- 
body in Norway . . . the salary won’t be large, but there’s 
nothing like roughing it to reach a young man the value of 
money. . . . D’you agree, Jean-Louis?” 

The latter replied, vrithout looking at his partner, that he 
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was certainly of the opinion that Jos6 ought to be got out of 
Bordeaux. Blanche looked across at her eldest son: 

“Oh, but . . . tut . . . we’ve lost Yves already!” 

“You should never, dear lady, have let him out of your 
s^ht!” exclaimed Dussol. “I only wish you had asked my 
advice. There was no earthly reason why he should go to 
Paris. You’re not, siucly, going to tell me th^t his work made 
it necessary? I know pretty well what you think about his 
so-called work! - in that direction maternal affection has cer- 
tainly not bhndcd you - you’ve gf>t coo much sound common- 
sense! 1 scarcely think diat I am destroying any iilusiom you 
may harbour, when I say that his literar/ future . . . and, mind 
you, 1 know what I am talking about, 1 have ^en great pains 
to keep abreast of liis productions, even to the extent of reading 
some of them aloud to Madame Oissol, though I must admit, 
slie very soon begged for mercy! . . . I'know, of course, that 
you’ll tell me he has received a certain amount of encourage- 
ment . . . but what sort of encouragement, may I ask? Jean- 
Louise showed hie a letter from a Monsieur Gidc, but who he 
is nobody knows. There is an economist of that name, to be 
sure, but unfortunately, it didn’t come from him! ...” 

Though Jean-Louis had long realized that his motlier never 
minded contradicting herself, and that logic was not one of her 
strong points, he was frankly amazed to hear her now opposing 
Dussol with tlie very arguments he liad himself used against her 
only the evening before! 

“It would be a great deal better if you didn’t talk about what 
you cannot possibly underjitand. His poems are not wntten fr)r 
people like you -who approve only of what is familiar to 
them, what they have already come across somewhere else. 
The new shocks them. Isn’t that so, Jean-Louis? Yves tells me 
that even Racine shocked his contemporaries.” 

“You’re not going to tell me that the glories of Racine can 



104 


THE FRONTENAC MYSTERY 


be mentioned in die same breath as the outpourings of that 
young cub!” 

“Let me advise you, my poor friend, to give your mind to 
timber and to leave poetry alone! Poetry is not your concern 

- any more than it is mine” - she added, in an effort of appease- 
ment - for he was swelling like a turkey-cock, and his neck 
was turning bright red. 

“Madame Dussol and I are at great pains to keep ourselves 
up to date. I WM one of tjic earliest patrons of the Panbiblion 
library, and my su|jscription covers periodicals as well as books 

- we make it a point to know what is going on in the world of 
the higher journalism. Only the other day, one of my colleagues 
at die Chamber of Commerce was saying that what makes 
Madame Dussol’s conversation so delightful is that she has read 
everything, and has such a t^nly amazing memory that she can 
tcU you the plot of a novel or a play which she liasn’t looked at 
for years, just as though she has only just been reading it. He 
went so far as to add - and I thought it very wittily put - “A 
woman like that is a walking library . . .” 

“She is to be envied” - said Blanche: “my ovm memory is 
like a sieve; nothing sticks in it.” 

This piece of selfcriridsm was intended to disarm Dussol. 

“Whew!” she exclaimed with a sigh when the two elderly 
gendemen had departed. 

She drew her chair to the fire. The radiators were full on, but 
she had never, since moving to this house, got used to the 
central heating. For her, not being qold meant seeing a fire and 
roasting her legs. She was in a mood of self-pity. So now she 
must lose Jos^ ! - and next year he wanted to enlist as a volunteer 
in Morocco. . . . She ought never to have let Yves go firom 
her! What Dussol had said was true - thoi^h not for anything 
in the world would she have admitted as much to him ... the 
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boy could just as well have done his writing in Bordeaux. She 
f^t convinced that he was merely idling away his time in 
Paris. 

“It was you who put the idea into his head, Jcan-Louis. He 
would never have left us of his own accord.” 

“That’s not ftir, mamma ! You know that since the £irls have 
been married and you have come to live with them in this 
house, you riiink of nothing but their family affairs and their 
children. All that’s perfectly right aijd proper, but Yves would 
have felt utterly lost in this nursary atmosphere.” 

“Lost! . . . didn’t I sit up every night with Iiim whni he had 
congestion of the lungs?” 

“Yes, and he said he liked being ill because it was only then 
that he felt you were really close to him. . . .” 

“He’s an ungrateful young sca^np, that's the long and the 
short of it!” 

Jean-Louis made no reply, and she went on; 

“Tell me, what do you really think he’s doing with himself 
in Paris?” 

“Working away at his book, of course, seeing all he can of 
other writers, talking of what interests him, making contact 
with editors and people in the literary world ... all that sort 
of thing.” 

Madame Frontenac shook her head; “all that sort of thing” 
conveyed nothing to her. What she wanted to know was the 
kind of hfe he was living. She was aftaid that he had lost all his 
principles. ... 

“But there is a deep 0ote of mysticism in everything 
he writes . . .” (Jean-I^uis Hushed scarlet) . . . “Only the 
other day Thibaudet wrote that his poetry postulates a meta- 
physic. ...” 

“That’s just a lot of words . . .” she broke in. “What are 
metaphysics worth, if he doesn’t take Easter Communion? . . . 
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a mystic indeed! ... a young man who absents himself from 
the Sacraments! . . . really!” 

Jean-Louis said nothing, and she went on: 

“When you see him on your trips to Paris, what does he talk 
about? Does he just tell.you of the people he’s been meeting 
- and nothing cl^? surely, as brother to brother . . .” 

“Brothers,” said Jean-Louis, “have a certain intuition, a cer- 
tain understanding, about one another, but only up to a point 
. . . they don't share their secrets. . . .” 

“What exaedy 4o you mean? - you’re too complicated for 
xno* • ■ • 

Leaning forward, Uith her elbows on her knees, Blanche 
poked the fire. 

“What are we to do about Jose, mamma?” 

“Oh, what it is to l^avc sons! . . . Luckily, you, at 
least . . .” 

She looked at him. Was he really as happy as she hked to 
think? His shoulders carried a heavy load of responsibility, and 
he did not always get on with Dussol. She felt compelled 
to admit that sometimes he did not show lumsclf to be 
prudent, or even possessed of ordinary common-sense. ... It is 
all very well for an employer to have a social conscience, but, as 
Dussol said, it is only when one conics to balance the books that 
one realizes how much a social conscience costs. She had had to 
admit that Dussol had been right when he had opposed Jean- 
Louis’s project of setting up “Factory Councils” in which 
representatives of Workers and Management should sit down 
together round a table, and when )ic had set his face against a 
system of Arbitration Boards, the working of which Jean- 
la)uis had tried to explain to him, though without success. In 
the matter of one innovation, howevei, Dussol had finally 
yielded, and it was the one which, really, was closest to his 
young partner’s heart. “Let him try it out”, Dussol had said. 
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“No doubt it’ll (XKt a pretty penny, but he’s got to sow His 
wild oats some time!’’ 

Jean-Louis’s great idea was to give the workers an interest in 
the business. With Dussol’s permission he called them together 
and explained the scheme. What he proposed was to issue 
shares to all his workers in proportion to the length of each 
man’s service. Dussol’s common-sense attitude was completely 
vindicated. The men regarded the whole thing as a huge joke. 
Before a month was out they had sqld all the shares allotted to 
them. “I told him again and agaid,” said Du; sol, “that that was 
what would happen, and now he’s seen for himself. I don’t 
regret the cost. He knows at least the kind of people he’s dealing 
with, and he won’t be victimized a second »mc. The really 
fimny thing is tliat the men respef/t me for being as hard as 
nads. They know they can’t get round me. I talk their language, 
and they like me, whereas he, with all Ins socialistic notions, 
strikes tlicm as being proud and aloof. It’s always me they come 
to when they want anytlung.” 

“If you’d really rather let Jose stay on in Bordeaux” - said 
Jean-Louis - “I can’t see any real reason why he shouldn’t. This 
Paros woman lias sent me word by her man of business that she 
has got no designs on liim, and has never accepted anything 
from him but flowers. It was scarcely her fault if Jose always 
insisted on footing the bill when they duied together. . . . She 
believed him to be a rich man. ... In any case, she is lca\-ing 
Bordeaux next week. . . . Al the same, I think it would do him 
good to have a change of seme imtil his dme for mihtary service 
comes round. . . . Some other woman might get her claws into 
him. . . . But I don’t at all agree with Dussol that we ought to 
keep him short of money. ...” , 

Madame Frontenac shrugged her shoulders: 

“Of course not. When they were all talking just now about 
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it bemg such a good thing for young men to rough it, I didn’t 
say anything, because I didn’t want to make a fuss . . . but 
really, what an idea!” 

“Shall I go and &tch him ? he’s waiting upstairs in his room.” 

“Yes, and switch on the light.” 

A ceihng-lamp provided gloomy illumination for the Empire 
room with its faded wallpaper. 

Jean-Louis turned with Jose. 

“This is what we’ve decided, old chap. . . 

The culprit rcm'uned sliding in the shadows with lowered 
eyes. He looked stockier than his brothers, “low on liis feet”, 
but with a great spread of shoulder. He had a dark, swarthy 
face which showed blue to the cheek-bones. Blanche noted in 
the young man the samo^ power of withdrawal which had 
marked the schoolboy when she used to hear liim his home- 
work in the melancholy evenings of die years gone by. He had 
never listened to a word she said. No matter how much she 
might implore and threaten, he had always managed, in the 
most extraordinary way, to escape into a world of his own, to 
absent himself. Just as when, in his boyhood, he had buried 
himself in delightful dreams of summer holidays at Bourideys; 
just as, later on, he had had no thoughts but for the life of a 
trapper, and was quite capable of spending whole winter nights 
in a “hideout”, watching for wild duck - so now, the whole 
force of his awareness, of his desire, had become centred, at one 
fcU swoop, upon a woman - a perfeedy ordinary woman, by 
no means fresh, who was touring**the Provinces with a sort of 
Fr6goh act {The Dancer of Sevilk^'- The Houri - The Nautch- 
Girl). A friend had introduced her to him after the perform- 
ance. There had been a party of dicni in a night-club. That 
evening, for the first and only time, he had found favour in the 
lady’s eyes, and had become wildly infatuated. She had filled 
his world to the exclusion of everyone, and everything, else. 
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Tlie office, in those days, had seen litde of him, but Jean-Louis 
had taken over Im work as well as his own. Finally, his tunid 
but mulish obstinacy had got on die lady’s nerves 

And now, here he was, standing between his mother and his 
brother, with a blank, impenetrable look upon his face. 

“These debts of yours are a serious matter ...” said his 
mother. “But I don’t want you to think that it’s the money 
that chiefly worries me. What matters to me, above all else, 
is d'iw wild way of life into which you have fallen ... I have 
always had confidence in my softs, nave always believed that 
they would eschew base actions . . . and now, you, Jose . . .” 

Had her words shaken him? He sat doW on the divan with 
the light full in his face. He had grown thinner: even his 
temples looked hollow. In an cxjyressionless voice he asked 
when he was to leave. 

“In January, after die Christmas holid.iys," she said, and he 
replied: 

“The sooner the better.” 

He was taking’ it all very well. Everything, Blanche told her- 
self, would be for die best. All the same, she was fat from being 
easy in her mind, and sought for reassurance. It did not escape 
her that Jean-Louis, too, was looking at his younger brother. 
Anyone other dian themselves would have taken comfort in 
the young man’s quietness. But both mother and brodier knew 
what they were up against. This pardcular kind of suffering 
was something with which they were famfliar. They were 
linked physically with the dApair before them, which, being a 
child’s, was despair in its vrorst form, impossible to interpret, 
and proof against any obstacle of reason, self-interest, or 
ambition. . . . The elder brothcrkepthiscyesfirmly fixed upon 
the prodigal. The mother rose tocher feet. She went across to 
Jos6, took his face in her two hands, as though to waken him, 
as though to rouse him from hypnotic slumber: 
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“Jose, look at me.” 

She spoke in a tone of command, and he, 'mth a child’s im- 
patience, sliook his head, dosed his eyes, and sought to fi;ee 
himself from her clasp. In the hard and secret look of her son’s 
^e, Blanche saw what she herself had never known - the 
agony of love. He’d get over it ... it wouldn’t last long . . . 
only, he had got to reach the further bank and not drown in 
mid-stream. Thisboy of hers had always frightened her. When 
he was young she had upvcr known, with certainty, how 
he would react. l£only he would say something! if only he 
would complain! But no, there he sat, with his jaw clenched, 
presenting to his motiier the bumed-up face of a child of Les 
Landes (perhaps, long ago, some woman of the family had 
been seduced by one of those Catalans who lived by selling 
smuggled matches). I hs eyes blazed, but rfieir fire was dark, 
and revealed nothing. Then Jcan-Louis, approacliing in his 
turn, took the other by the shoulders and shook him, though 
without roughness. Several times he said - “Jose, old man, 
Jose, old boy” . . . and succeeded where his mother had 
fiiiled. He made his brother cry. The mother’s tenderness was 
so familiar to him that it could no longer produce anv reaction; 
but never, until now, had Jean-Loius shown such tenderness. 
So unexpected was it diat he had, perforce, to yield to his sur- 
prise. The tears burst from his eyes, and he clung to his brother 
as though he had been a drowning man. Instinctively, Madame 
Frontcnac had turned away her face and gone back to the fire. 
She heard the stammered words; »]ie heard the convulsive sob- 
bing. She leaned above the fire, lj:r hands clasped across her 
mouth. 

The two brothers approached her. 

“He’s goii^ to be sensible, mamma, he’s promised,” 

She drew her unhappy son into her arms. “Darhng, you’ll 
never look like this again, will you?” 
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Once more, and once only, would that terrible repression 
show upon his face, and that, towards the end of a fine, warm 
day in late August, at Mourmclon, in 1915, between two army 
huts. No one would notice it, not even the friend seeking to 
dissipate his fears: ^ 

“There’s going to be a terrific artillery preparation. Every- 
thing’ll be smashed to pieces, and thcre’U be nothing left for us 
to do but walk forward with our hands in our pockets and our 
rifles slung ...” 

To himjosd Frontenac would diow just such a fiicc, drained 
of all hope, though then it would no ]9dger waken fear in 
anybody. ^ 


XIV 

J EAN-LOUIS hturied home. He lived only a few yards 
away, in the rue Lafaunc do Montbadon. He was eager to 
tell Madeleine everything before dinner. Yves had given him 
a disgust of the little houSe which they had furnished with such 
loving care. “You’re neitlier a budding dentist, nor a doctor 
just starting in practice” - his brother had said. “There’s no 
reason in the world why you should display on the mantel- 
piece, the walls, and even fcn special stands, the loathsome 
presents with which your i/iends have mundated you.” jean- 
Louis had protested, though half-heartedly; but now it was 
with Yves’s eyes that he saw the crowded cupids in biscuit- 
china, the art-bronzes, and the Austrian terra-cottas. 

“Baby’s feverish,” said Madeleine. She was sitting beside the 
cradle. The country girl, transplanted to the cit)% had thickened. 
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Widi her broad shoulders and powerful neck she looked no 
longer young. Perhaps she was with child? A blue and swollen 
vdn showed just above her breast. 

“How much temperature?” 

‘*99*^. She sicked up her four o’clock botde.” 

“Did you put the thermometer up her rectum? 99*2’s not 
fever, especially at night.” 

“It is. Dr. Chatard said it was.” 

“He meant the under-ym temperature.” 

“It is fever, 1 1 ^ you. not much, I know, but still, fever.” 

He made an imjjatient gesture and leaned over the cradle 
which smelt of wetNtraw mattress and sicked-up milk. He 
kissed the child, and it started to cry. 

“Your beard’s pricking^cr.” 

“Fresh as a peach,” he said. 

He began walking up and down the room, hoping that she 
would ask him about Jose. But she never put, unprompted, the 
questions that he wanted. He should have known that by this 
time: but he was always caught off-guard. 

She said: 

“You’d better start dinner without me.” 

"Because of the child?” 

“Yes : I want to wait until she’s asleep.” 

He felt thoroughly annoyed. This would be the evening when 
they were to have cheese soufHc, which has got to be eaten the 
moment it comes out of the oven. Madeleine must have re- 
membered it - she was country-lked to her bones, brought up 
with an almost religious regard mr family meal-times, and a 
healthy respect for food - because almost before Jean-Louis had 
spread his napkin, she had joined him. No good, he thought, 
waiting for her to speak first. It was obvious that she wouldn’t 
ask him what had happened. 

“Aren’t you at all curious, darling?” 
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She was half asleep, and the eyes she turned to him were 
puffy, 

“Curious about what?” 

“Jose,” he said. “It was quite a business. Dussol and Uncle 
Xavier didn’t dare insist on Winnipeg ... so it’s got to be 
Norway.” 

“That won’t be much of a punishment. ... I suppose he can 
get his duck-shooting as easily there as here, and diat’s all he 
really cares about.” 

“Are you quite sure? ... I wibhiy’ou could have seen him 
... he loves her, you know” - and jean-I duis went very red. 

“What, a creature like that?” 

“You shouldn’t jeer at him” - and then, “I wish you could 
have seen him,” lie said again. 

Madeleine’s smile was knowing and unkmd. She shrugged 
her shoulders, but said no more. She wasn’t a Frontenac, he 
reflected, so what was the use of going on about it? She 
wouldn’t understand. She wasn’t a Frontenac. He tried to 
recollect precisely how Jose had looked, to remember the 
stammered words. That secret passion . . . 

“Danicle very sweetly came to tea with me. She brought the 
pattern for that brassiere - you know, the one I told you about.” 

The solid, sensible Jeair-Louis could not but envy folly carried 
to such desperate lengths. He felt disgusted with himself, and 
looked across at his Avife, who was rolhng her bread into a 
pellet. 

“What did you say ?” 

“Nothing ... I didn’t s yeak. What’s the use? You don’t 
listen to anything I say. You never answer.” 

“You said that Danicle had come to tea, didn’t you?” 

‘If you promise not to refx^at it. I’ll tell you something. 
I rather think her husband has ha*d enough of this living with 
your modier. He means to move as soon as he gets a rise,” 
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“But diey can’t do that! It was partly because of diem that 
mamma bought die house. They don’t pay a penny of rent.” 

“That’s the only thing that keeps them diere. She’s a very 
exhausting person to live with. . . . You know that well 
enough, you’ve told m? so yourself a hundred times.’’ 

“Have I? Yes, I suppose I may have . . .’’ 

“Besides, slielll still have Marie. Her husband’s a great deal 
mote patient, and has more of an eye to the main chance. 
Hc’llnever willingly breakup sucha comfortable arrangement.’’ 

Jean-Louis saw his motjcr-in die rather humihating position 
of an old country- ^oman bandied about between her various 
children. Madeleine would not let die subject drop. 

“I’m very fond of her, and she dotes on me. But I know that 
I couldn’t live with her -^1 just couldn’t.” 

“She, on the other hand, could quite easily live with you.” 
There was uneasmess in the look which Madeleine turned on 
her husband. 

“You’re not angr)', are you? It doesn’t make me love her any 
the less. . . . It’s just a question of differences in character. . . .” 

He got up, went round the table, and gave his wife a kiss. It 
was his way of saying that he was sorry for what he had been 
thinking. Just as they were prcptiring to leave the room, the 
servant came in witli two letters. On one of the envelopes 
Jean-Louis recognized Yves’s handwriting, and he slipped it 
into his pocket. He a.skcd Madeleine’s permission to open the 
other. 

Dear Sir and Beneiactor 

I take up my pen to let you know as out youngest is agoir^ 
to take her first communion Thursday come two weeks and 
she knows all her prayers and her father and me when we 
sees her saying of her prayers at night and morning we feel 
quite sofi and silly but armoyed too along of knowing as a 
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festival costs a lot even when its for the Good God and we 
owing a tidy lo.t of money here and there. But as I said to my 
husband your bencfk:tors not the sort to leave you in the 
lurch you being one as kept your shares instead of selling 
them oif to buy drink like some did and there wasnt one 
of them sober for a month after the sliares was given out 
which it was a black shame and those as udderstood your 
kind thought being called scabs and arselickcts and other 
things as respect for good mannas wont let me write on 
paper. But as my husband says Vuen a chaps got a boss like 
that its up to him to show himself wortj^ by understanding 
all the good tilings as he intends to do for the workcis. . . . 


Jean-Louis tore die letter up, and pafeed his hand several times 
over his nose and mouth. 

“Do stop that nervous trick of yours,” said Madeleine, and 
added: “I’m absolutely dropping! Heavens! it’s only nine 
o’clock. You won't stay up too late, will you? . . . and do, 
please, undress in the other room.” 

Jean-Louis loved his hbrary. Yves’s critical comments carried 
no weight there. It contained iiotliing but books: even the 
mantelpiece was covered with diem. He closed the door widi 
care, sat down at his table, and balanced his brother’s letter on 
his outstretched hand. He was delighted to find that it felt 
heavier than usual. He opened it, taking great pains not to tear 
the envelope. As a good Froiiteiiac should, Yves began by 
giving news of Uncle Xa\icj-f widi whom he lunched regularly 
every Thursday. . , . The diought of one of his nephews sctding 
in Paris had given the poor man the fright of his lift, and he had 
done evcr)'thing he could to dissuade Yves from taking such 
a step. The Frontenacs had prcten4cd not to know why he was 
so disapproving of the plan. “He is less worried now” - wrote 
Yves - “because he has discovered diat Paris is large enough to 
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make it extremely unlikely diat a nephew will run up against 
his uncle when the latter is out with a lady. . . . Yes, that is the 
long and short of it. I saw them together the other day in the 
street. In £ict, I followed them for a bit, at a safe distance. She 
is big ^nd blowzy and blonde and must have been quite a good 
looker twenty years ago. Would you believe it, they headed 
straight for a Duval^ - and I’ve no doubt he’d bought himself 
a cheap cigar. When he takes nte out we always go to Prunier’s, 
and he invariably offers me a Bock or a Henry Clay with the 
coffee. But that, of couKe,*'is because I’m a Frontenac. . . . 
D’you know, I’ve'^.^ctually been to sec Barres! . . .” He went 
on to describe this visit at length. The evening before, a friend 
had passed on to him something the Master had said to the 
effect that the veholc thi<>g was an aw’ful bore because he’d 
have to be careful not to “disappoint young Frontenac” . . . and 
that had put Yves in a cold sweat. “I don’t tliink I was quite 
as nervous as the Great Man, though pretty nearly! We left the 
house together, and as soon as we were in the street the 
specialist of the human heart tliawed a bit. He said ... I 
mustn’t forget a single one of his precious words ... he 
said . . .” 

But it was not what Barres had said that interested jean- 
Louis. He read rapidly through this part of the letter, anxious 
to get on to where Yves should begin to describe liis life in 
Paris, his work, his hopes, the men and the women among 
whom he lived. He turned a page, and could not keep back an 
exclamation of aimoyance. Yves h\d carefully erased every line! 
The same on the back, the same onHhe page that followed. Nor 
had he been content with merely crossing out what he had 
written. Each word had been completely obliterated under a 
dense tangle of squiggles. Perhaps, beneath this passionate 
deletion all the secrets of a younger brother might lie con- 

* The Paris equivalent of an A.B.C.-<-TaANSLATOR. 
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cealed! There must, said Jean-Louis to himself, be some way 
of getting at the text . . . there would almost certainly be 
specialists in this sort of investigation . . . but, no, he couldn’t 
possibly hand over one of Yves’s letters to a stranger. He 
remembered that there was a magnifying-glass lyii^/about 
somewhere on his table (another wedding-present!), and 
began, with its aid, to peer at each concealed word with as 
much eager intentness as though the fate of the country hung 
upon his success. But all the magnifying-glass could do was to 
show him how Yves had gone about the business of foiling just 
tliis sort of attempt. Not only had he l^hJced his words by 
inserting arbitrary letters between them, he had gone to the 
trouble of making down-strokes where none should be. . . . 
After working away for an hou?, the elder brother had 
achieved only the most mediocre results. But, at least, Yves’s 
intense efforts to render these pages unreadable were proof of 
die importance which he attached to them. Jean-Louis sat with 
his hands on the table. He could hear in the dark and silent 
street two men talking at the tops of their voices. From the 
Cours Balgu^ric came the clanging of the last tram. He stared 
with tired eyes at the mysterious letter. ... If he took the car 
and drove all night, he could be with his brother before noon 
next day. . . . But he could set off alone like that only if he 
had some business excuse, and he had none. He had been to 
Paris three times in a single tbrtnight when a few thousand 
francs had been in question, but now that his brodicr’s very 
safety might be threatena/*, no one would understand liis 
behaving in so extraordinary a fashion. But threatened by 
what? 

Had Jean-Louis been able to ^decipher Yves’s suppressed 
intimacies, he would probably have been very considerably 
disappointed. Discretion rather than shame had dictated the 
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younger brother’s cautionary action. ‘Of what possible interest 
can all diis be to him?’ - he had thought: ‘and in any case he 
wouldn’t understand’ . . . This latter judgment implied no 
contempt. The fact of the matter was that when he was away 
from^^e members of his f^iily, he thought of them as all 
compact of innocent simplicity. The people with whom he 
knocked about in Paris seemed to him to belong to some 
strange species between which and his country-bred relatives 
there could be no possible contact. “You just wouldn’t know 
what they were talking about” - was what he had written (not 
knowing that befJV^ the letter was finished he would have 
scratched all this part out) : “they jabber at such a rate, and 
make so many allusions to people wliose nicknames and sexual 
peculiarities one is assumed to know backwards. I’m always 
two or three sentences behind, and laugh five minutes after the 
rest of them. But, since it’s die general view that I’m some sort 
of a genius, this slowness in the uptake is all part of the picture 
diey’vc made of me, and goes down on the credit-side. Most 
of them, as a matter of fict, have never read a word I’ve 
written, though they pretend to have a complete knowledge 
of my work. It’s me they like, not my productions. Dear old 
Jean-Louis, it never occurred to us simple Bordeaux folk that 
the mere fact of being twenty would strike people like diat as 
nothing short of a miracle! Wc just didn’t rcahze how rich wc 
were! In our homely circle youth isn’t rated nearly so liigh. 
We regard it as the awkward age, the time of fluff and down, 
of pimples and boils, of moist li^nds and general grubbiness. 
The people hereabouts take a more flattering view. Boils don’t 
last. Twenty-four hours is aiough to turn you into a repre- 
sentative of the legendary Young. Sometimes a woman will 
say that she is mad about your poems, that she lungs to hear 
you read them, and her bosom will rise and fall with such a 
gust of sighs that you’d think she could play the bellows to any 
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fire. This year all doors have opened to my 'marvellous gift 
of youth’ - even very exclusive doors. But hteratuce is a mere 
excuse, there as elsewhere. No one really cares two hoots about 
what I do, nor understands it. That’s not what they’re after. AU 
they care about is ‘personalities*. I’m a personality, stnd so 
would you be, though you mightn’t think it. Fortunately, these 
ogres and ogresses have no teeth left, andatcredficed to devour- 
ing you with their eyes. They’ve no idea where I come from, 
and it wouldn’t so much as occur to them to enquire whether 
or not I’ve got a mother. I could hatt them for no better reason 
than that they have never asked me for nejArs of mamma. They 
haven’t the least conception what it means to be a Frontenac 
-even witliout the particle. The grandeur of the Frontenac 
‘mystery’ is something they have never known. I might be the 
son of a convict and come straight fiom prison - it wouldn’t 
make tlic slightest difi'crcnce, except diat it might give tlrcm 
an added kick. . . . It’s enough for them that I am twenty 
years old, tliat I wash my hands and the rest of ray body, and 
diat I have what diey call a ‘position’ in the literary world, 
or enough of one to explain my presence - along widi Ambas- 
sadors and Members of the Institute - at their sumptuous tables 
- at which, for all their sumptuousness, the wines are badly 
served, too cold, and in glasses that are too small. ... As 
mamma would say, one’s only got time for a gulp and a 
swallow. . . .” 

It was at this point diat "Y ws had broken olFand, on second 
thoughts, obliterated what he had written. Nor had it occurred 
to him that, by so doing, he ran the risk of adding considerably 
to his brother’s bewilderment. Jean-Louis sat and stared at the 
hieroglyphics. Taking advantage ^of the fact that he was alone 
in the room, he surrendered to liis nervous trick, and passed his 
cupped hand slowly over his nose, moustache and lips. . . . 
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After slipping Yves's letter into his note-case he looked at his 
watch. Madeleine must be growing impatient. He allowed him- 
self another ten minutes of solitude and silence, took up a book, 
opened it, closed it again. Was his proclaimed liking for poetry 
just a 'pretence? He never, nowadays, seemed to want to read 
any. But then, he read less and less of anything. Yves had said: 
“You’re quite f'ight not to clutter up your memory . . . we’d 
all be much better off if wc could forget aU die odds and ends 
we were fools to let ourselves be crammed with. . . .” But 
Yves said such a lot of thfn^! . . . Since he’d gone to live in 
Paris one could nci^^r be sure whether he was serious or not 
- probably he didn’t know himself. 

Jean-Louis noticed die gleam of the bedside lamp showing 
from under the door. If was a wordless reproach, which 
meant: “You’ve kept me from going to sleep. I’d rather he 
here waiting for you than be woken up.” All the same, he 
undressed as quietly as possible, and went into the bedroom. 

It was very large, and, despite Yves’s habit of poking fun at 
it, Jean-Louis always felt a slight thrill each time he crossed the 
threshold. The darkness hid the wedding-presents, blurring 
the oudines of the bronze ornaments and assorted cupids. The 
furniture was shadowy and vague. The cradle, attached to the 
immense bed, looked like the basket of a balloon, hanging 
suspended, as though the child’s breathing had been suffreient 
to indate the simple curtains. 

Madeleine cut Jean-Louis’s excuses short. 

“I’ve not been bored,” she sai^: “I’ve been thinking.” 

“What about?” 

“Jos^,” she said. 

His mood softened. Just when he had given up all hope, here 
she was broaching, unprompted, the subject that was nearest to 
his heart. 

“I’ve hit on the very person for him . . . now don’t say ‘no’ 
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before you’ve thought about it seriously. . . . C^dle, Cddle 
Filhot, I mean. She’s rich, she’s been brought up in the country 
and is used to men leaving the house before sunrise on a day’s 
shooting, and going to bed at eight. She knows that that kind 
of man is never at home. She would make him thoroughly 
happy. I heard him say once that he admired her, th.it he liked 
‘great solid women’ - those were his very words.” 

‘‘Oh, but he’d never agree . . . besides, he’s still got his three 
years of military service to do . . . they’ll start in twelve 
months’ time . . . he’s set his heart 'on Morocco or one of the 
Southern Algerian regiments.” j 

‘‘Perhaps, but don’t you see that if he were engaged, that’d 
be a tic. Perhaps papa could wangle it so’s he’d get his discharge 
after a year, as he did in the case oft. . .” 

‘‘Madeleine, please! . . .” 

She bit her lip. The child uttered a faint whimper. She 
stretched out her arm, and the cradle began to creak like a mill. 
Jean-Louis was tliinking about Jose’s wish to serve in Morocco 
(it had come to him after reading one of Psichari’s books) . . . 
ought they to encourage him, or try to put a spoke in his 
wheel? 

Suddenly he said: 

‘‘I must say it mightn’t be at all a bad idea to get liim 
married.” 

He was thinking ofjose, but also of Yves. Only in some such 
room as this, warm and smcljing of milk, with its hangings and 
its padded furniture, a small oundlc of ■wailing life, and a young 
and fecund woman, could the Froutenac brothers, chased from 
the family nest and far dispersed, no longer shielded ftom life 
by holiday pine-trees and the protective boundaries of a 
steamy park, find ultimate refine. Driven ftom the Paradise of 
childhood, exiled ftom its meadow fastnesses, ftom its bright 
alders and the streams that wound among the phallic fern, only 
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in some place of hangings and old chairs and cradles, could they 
find a spot in which to dig their little burrom. . . . 

And yet it was this same Jcan-Louis, so eager to circle his 
brothers with protection, and to keep them from the world, 
who, itnder the threat of coming war, was strengthening liis 
muscles with .daily bouts of exercise. He was concerned to 
know whethe^^ he could get himself transferred from the 
auxiliary to the fighting forces. But life went on among the 
Frontenacs as though there were some bond that knit the love 
of brother for brodier widi the love of tlieir mother for them 
all. Rather it was as though those two and differing loves 
sprang ficom the same source. Jcan-Louis felt for the younger 
ones, and even for Jose whose eyes were set so lovingly on 
Afnca, something of die 'same unquiet and almost agonized 
solicitude as moved their mother. Tonight, especially, had he 
felt it, when Jose’s unspoken clamour of despair, and die silence 
that descends before the storm, had shaken him, though less, 
perhaps, than Yves’s illegibilities. That other letter, too, that 
begging-letter from a workman’s wife, so sinular to others diat 
had reached him, had struck deep into his sensihihty, and kept 
a wound wide open. Not yet could he resign himself to taking 
men as they are. Their crude flatteries got on his nerves, and, 
even more, their clumsy feigning of religious feelings. These 
things made him feel ill. He remembered with peculiar vivid- 
ness the case of an cightcen-year-old boy who had wanted to 
be baptized, lie had himself undertaken his instruction, work- 
ing at the task widi love, only to find, a few days later, that 
this “godson” had already bcai baptized through the good 
oflices of a Protestant organization, and had nuide off with 
their fimds. He knew, of course, that tliis had been a .single, 
isolated instance, and that there arc plenty of good and sincere 
persons in the world. But, as luck would have it (or, rather, 
some lack of psychological awareness in himself, an inabUity to 
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judge his fellow men) he was always being landed in such 
scrapes. His nati^ shyness was looked on as aloof superiority. 
It frightened off the simple, but not the hypocrites and 
flatterers. 

Lying on his back, he gazed at the ceilii^ in the dim kght of 
the lamp and felt his powcrlcssncss to change the destiny of 
others. His two brothers would accomplish the* work to which 
they had been called, and, after much wandering, would reach, 
inftillibly, the place at which they were expected, the place 
where Someone watched for dionu . . . 

‘"Madeleine,” he asked suddenly, ‘‘do you think that one can 
ever do anything for other people?” 

She turned to him a free half dulled with sleep, and pushed 
the hair from her eyes. 

‘‘Wh.at d’you say?” 

“I mean, do you believe diat if one tried hard enough, one 
could ever transform another’s destiny, however little?” 

"‘Oh, that’s all you ever tliink about, changing other people, 
moving them about, giving them different ideas from the ones 
tliey’vc got. . . .” 

“Perhaps” (he was speaking to liimsclf) “all I succeed in 
doing is to strengthen their natural tendencies. When I think 
I’m holding them baede", they gather themselves for a forward 
spring along the path traced out for them. And it is usually in 
the very opposite direction from that in which I want to see 
them go . . . .” 

She stifled a yawn. 

“What’s the use, darling?” 

When, at the Last Supper, the Saviour spoke his sorrowful 
and tender words to Judas, they merely seemed to drive him to 
the door and set him on his destined way more quickly, 

“Do you realize what time it is . . . after midnight? . . . 
You’ll never be able to get up in the morning.” 
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He switched ofTthe lamp, and lay in the datkness as though 
at the bottom of the sea, with the vast weight of the waters 
pressing him down. His head swam with a sense of solitude and 
anguish. He remembered suddenly that he had forgotten to say 
his prayers. Grown man. though he was, he did precisely as he 
would have done when he was ten years old. He got up quietly 
and knelt down beside the bed, burying his face in the sheets. 
Not a whisper troubled the silence. Not a sound revealed the 
presence in the room of a woman and a sleeping child. The 
atmosphere was heavy with a confusion of smells, for Made- 
leine, hkc all country folk, had a horror of the night air. Her 
husband had had to resign himself to sleeping with closed 
windows. He began by invoking tlie Holy Spirit; Vetii, Snnete 
Spiritus, rt'ple tuorum cords jidclitm et tiii atnoris in eis ignem 
accende . . . But even while his lips were shaping the lovely 
formula, he was conscious only of the peace he knew so well, 
the peace that, in himself, bubbled up cver^'where, like a river 
at its rising, flooding Iris bemg, overcoming all resistance, hkc 
waters in spate. From past experience he knew that he must not 
attempt to think, nor yield to the false humility which finds 
expression in such words as -“It doesn’t mean anytliing: 
it is a mere surface emotion. . . .” No, he must say nothing 
at all, must simply accept. Nothing of his former anguish 
remained. . . . What madness to beheve that the apparent con- 
sequence of our efforts is of the slightest importance. . . . What 
counts is the eflfort itself, the effor^ to hold the tiller firm, to get 
the ship back on to its true course - diat especially. . . . The 
unknown, the unforeseeable, the unimaginable fruits of our 
actions will one day be revealed in the Ught, those rejected 
fhiits, piled high upon the ground, that we dare not offer. . . . 
He made a brief examinatipn of conscience. Yes, tomorrow 
morning he would be in a fit state to take Communion. . . . 
He let himself relax. He knew precisely where he was, and 
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was Still aware of the room’s peculiar atmosphere. One 
thought, and oik thought only, gnawed at him - that at this 
very moment he was yielding to a movement of pride, was 
seeking a pleasure. . . . 

“But, were it thou. Oh Lord . . .” . 

The silence of the coimtryside had welled up over the town. 
Jean-Louis lay listening to the ticking of his watch. In the dark- 
ness, he could just make out Madeleine’s humped shoulder. His 
mind was perfectly clear, yet nothing distracted it from the 
essential. Certain problems rose up within his field of conscious- 
ness, but, once resolved, vanished. For instance, tliinking of 
Madeleine, he saw widi blinding clarity, that women carry 
within themselves a world of feelings richer by far than ours, 
though they lack the power to interpret and express them, and 
that this constitutes a seeming inferiority. Similarly, with the 
“People” . . . Their limited vocabulary’ . . . Jean-Louis had a 
feeling that he was moving from infinity towards the earth, 
that liis steps were no longer uncertain, that he had touched 
solid groimd, that he was walking on the sea-shore, that he was 
moving away from his love. He made the sign of the cross, slid 
down beneath the sheets, and closed his eyes. The sound of a 
ship’s siren on the river scarcely reached him. The rumble of the 
early market-carts did riot awaken him. 




T he driver turned his head, without diminishing his speed, 
and shoi^ted; 

“What about stopping at Bordeaux for luncli?” 

The Englishman, squashed between the two women at the 
back of the car, put a question: 

“The Chapon Fiu, eh?” " ‘ 

The young man at tlic wheel gave him a black look. Yves 
Frontcnac, who was sitting beside him, expressed his nervous- 
ness: 

“Geo, do, for Heaven s'iake, keep your eye on die road . . . 
look . . . there’s a child!” 


What a fool he’d been to start out with this car-load of 


strangers! Three days earlier, he had been duiing in Paris at the 
house of the American woman whose name he could never 


remember and would, in any case, have been incapable of pro- 
nouncing. ... He had been more than usually “brilliant” (it 
was generally agreed that he was not to be relied upon: he 
could, on occasion, be the gloomiest of guests). “You’re in 
luck’s way,” Geo had said. He W'as one of Yves’s admirers, and 
was responsible for his presence diere: “Frontenac’s on top of 
his form.” The Ponuncry had created a warm feeling of friend- 
ship between these various pcrsqns who scarcely knew each 
other. Their hostess was leaving next morning for Guethary. 
A three days’ trip, no more. She suggested that they should all 
go with her. It would be too awful to have to separate. From 
now on, they had got to stick together. . . . The June night 
was warm. As luck would have it, none of the men was in 
evening dress. It was simply a question of getting the car round 
and starting off. They could have baths when they got dicre. . . . 

126 
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At Bordeaux, after Ixmch, Yves had paid his modicr a sur- 
prise visit. He found her alone. At sight of her son, whom she 
was not ejqjectii^, she went very pale. He kissed her ashen 
cheeks. The window of the Empire drawing-room was wide 
open on the noisy smelly street. He <;ould only spare her, he 
said, a quarter of an hour, because his friends wpre in a hurry 
to press on to GutSthary. They wouldn’t be stopping in 
Bordeaux on the way back. Not that it really mattered, because, 
in less than three weeks he w'ould be coming down to spend 
a whole month with his mother ^er married children had 
rented a villa out on the Harbour, and there wouldn’t be room 
for her). She had decided to go to Respidc, on the slopes above 
the Garonne, and there wait for Yves to join her, instead of in 
the muggy heat of Bourideys. It wastm article of frith with the 
Frontenacs that there was “always a breeze at Respide ’. She 
spoke of Jose. He was at Rabat, and had written to say that he 
was in no danger. All the same, she felt anxious, and would 
wake up in the mght, worrying. 

When die quarter of a hour was over, Yves kissed her again. 
She followed him out on to the landing. “I do hope they’re 
careful, and don’t drive too fast. I don’t like to think of you 
rushing along the roads. Send me a wire tliis evening. . . .’’ 

He uiok the stairs four at a time. When he reached the 
bottom, some instinct made him look up. Blanche Frontenac 
was leaning over die banisters. He saw the drasvn face looking 
down at him. 

“Only diree weeks,” he sliouted. 

“Yes, and do be careful.” 

And now, here he was in Bordeaux again on the way back. 
He would have liked to pay liis mother a second surprise visit. 
But he could not, m the city of his*birth, entertain these people 
at the Citapon Fin : they’d think he was trying to give diem die 
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slip. . . . Besides, Geo had said that he must be back in Paris 
that night, without fail. ... He was deling mad, because the 
young £i^;lishman was sitting beside the girl, and he couldn’t 
hear what they were saying. Their heads were close together. 
He cetild see them reflected in the windscreen. His remarks to 
Yves were sc^irccly encouraging: “I don’t mind breaking my 
neck, so long as they break tticirs too. . . .” Yves’s reply had 
been: “Look out, there’s a Icvel-crossir^ comity.’’ 

He thought he might be able to get away after lunch. But he 
must wait for the bill. Gc<', who was saying httlc and drinking 
a great deal, looked at his watch. “Wc shall be in Paris by 
seven. . . Until they reached the end of their journey his hfe 
would be in abeyance. He would be in torment until they 
reached Paris where he could get the girl to himself between 
the four walls of a room, and tell her, once and for all, that she 
wasn’t to sec that other chap again, that she had got to choose 
between them. ... He was at the wheel of the car before Yves 
had settled up with the waiter. It would have been perfectly 
possible for Yves to say -“Give me just fifteen minutes,’’ or 
even, “You go on without me: I’ll come by train’’ - but it 
never occurred to him to do so. All he was concerned about 
was to fight down the inner compulsion which urged liim to 
dash off and give his mother a kiss. ‘It would be idiotic,’ he told 
himself, ‘to upset all their plans just to see her for five minutes, 
when in less dian three weeks we shall be togetlier ^ain ... I 
should barely have time to kiss her. . . .’ A time was to come 
when he would never forgive himself for having grudged the 
few seconds needed in which to press his hps to a still Uving 
face. In some obscure region of himself he knew what the 
future held - for we are always warned. . . . While the women 
were in the cloak-room, he heard Geo say: 

“Yves, do be a good fellow and sit in the back. I shan’t feel 
so nervy with the Englishman beside me.’’ 
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Yves replied that he himself would feel less nervy - and they 
set off He foimd himself sandwiched between the two women. 
One of them said to the other; 

“What, d’you mean to tell me that you haven’t read 
Paludes? ... it really is a scream . . ..yes, Gide.” 

“I can’t say I found it all that funny. ... I remember now, 
I did read it. In wliat way is it funny?” 

“I thought it a scream . . .” 

“Yes, so you’ve said, but what is there so funny about 
it?” 

“You explain what I mean, Frontcnac.” 

“I haven’t read it,” he rephed, as bold as brass. 

“Not read PaludcsT' - exclaimed die first speaker in tones of 
amazement. 

“No, not read Paludcs'" 

He was thinking of the staircase down which he had come 
dircc days earlier. He had glanced up. His mother had been 
looking over the banisters. ‘I shall see her in a fortnight’s time,’ 
he thought. She would never know of his inconsideratcncss in 
passing through Bordeaux without finding time to give her a 
lass. At that moment he was more keenly aware of his love for 
her than he had ever been since the days of his young boyhood, 
when he had sobbed so bitterly on going back to school because 
of the thought that he would be separated from her each day 
until the evening. The two women were talking across him, 
though of whom he did ncy know. 

“He begged me to get an invitation for him out of Marie- 
Constance. I told him I didn’t know her well enough. He said, 
couldn’t it be managed through Rose dc Candalc. I explained 
that I didn’t want to run the risk of being snubbed for my pains, 
whereupon, my dear, believe it or not, he burst into tears. 
His whole future, his reputation, his very life, he said, was 

at stake. If he wasn’t seen at that ball, he’d just have to fade 

1 
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out. I was foolish enough to observe that it was a very 
exclusive house. ‘Exclusive!’ he yelped: ‘a house where you re 
invited!’ ” 

“But, darling, it really is rather tr:^c for him. He’s told 
everyone that he’s goii^. The other day, at Emesta’s, I asked 
him, just for fun and to see how he’d carry it off, what he was 
going to be dressed as. ‘As a slave-merchant,’ he answered. The 
check of the man! - when, tliree days later, Ernesta and 1, by 
agreement, asked him the same question, he said he wasn’t at 
all sure that he was going, because he didn’t find parties of that 
sort particularly amusii^. . . .’’ 

“Don’t forget that I saw him cry - it really is too bad!’’ 

“But that wasn’t all. He went on to say that from what he 
could hear, Maric-Constancc didn’t mind whom she asked 
these days . . . and now that you’ve passed on what he said 
to you, I don’t mind tcUing you, darUng, that he quoted you 
as an instance. . . .’’ 

“He’s really rather a dangerous man, you know.’’ 

“He can start people gossiping. It doesn’t matter how dis- 
credited a man may be. If he lunches, and dines, and sups out 
every day of the week, he’s boimd to be pretty formidable. He 
lays his ^gs m the most likely spots . . . and then when they 
hatch out, and the little snakes go squirming all over the table- 
cloth, people don’t know that he began it. . . .” 

“Perhaps I’d better give Mane-Constance a ring this evening, 
what d’you think? After all, I /(are taken a thousand-franc 
box . . .’’ 

“If only you can get him that invitation, he’ll do anything in 
the world you want,” 

“There’s nothing I want from him. . . .” 

“AH the same, you might ask him. . . .” 

“What a little bitch you are, darling . . . you don’t think, 
darhng, not seriously? . . 
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*Tm not absolutely certain . . . but, after all, it’d only be a 
bit of what they call a quid pro quo . . 

“A good deal more quo than quid. . . 

“You really are a comic! . . . did you hear that, Frontenac^” 

what was it liis mother had said to him in the course of those 
five minutes? “There’ll be masses of fiuit at Respide. . . .’’ 

A fine interchange of dirt was going on above his head 
between the painted mouths of the two women. He could 
have contributed to it without difficulty, but the filth which 
at any moment now might burst from him would belong only 
to the surface of his mind, and would have no place in those 
depths of his consciousness where, at this very moment, he 
could hear his mother saying : “ThAe’h be masses of fiuit this 
year”. He could see her leaning over the banisters, watching 
him go downstairs, keeping him in sight until die last possible 
moment. The ghastly pallor of her face . . . “die pallor of 
heart-disease” - die wotds formed sdendy in Ids mind. . . . 
They came like a revealing Hash. But even before he could 
catch and hold the omen, it had faded. 

“Have it your own W'ay . . . bur what a fool die woman is! 
It’s no good bores of Hci water trying to cling. You know as 
well as I do, that if she thought she could land somebody else, 
she wouldn’t go about placing the poor, helpless little victim! 
She ought to be thankful tjiat Alberto’s put up with her for 
two whole years. I know he’s taken his fun on die side, but 
even so it’s beyond me how he’s been patient widi her for so 
long . . . and you know, don’t you, that she’s not nearly so 
rich as she led him to think?’’ 

“But, when she starts tilking about dying, it really does 
make one wonder. . . . Personally, I think diere’ll be a sticky 
end to it all. . . 
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“I wouldn’t let that worry you. If the worst comes to the 
worst, she’ll manage to wound herself just badly enough to get 
her husband into thoroughly bad odour. . . . You see if I’m not 
tight! . . . She’ll be on our backs for ever and ever, I bet! One 
can’t not invite her, and if one thing’s more certain than another 
it’s that she's always free to accept!” 

Yves thought about his mother’s scruples in the matter of 
uncharitableness. ... “I must remember to include that in my 
next confession” - she would say, when it happened that she 
had flared up at Burdie. . . * Jaan-Louis’s goodness of heart . . . 
his complete inability to smell out evil. . . . How miserable it 
made him when Yves laughed at Dussol! . . . The world, this 
world, in concert with which the last of the Frontenacs was 
howh'ng at the top of his Voice. ... In Yves’s eyes Jean-Louis’s 
goodness was a counterbalance to the world’s savagery. If he 
still beheved in goodness, it was entirely owing to his mother 
and Jean-Louis. “I send you forth as lambs in the midst of 
wolves. . . .” Before him there rose on every side a vision of 
dark crowds with, in the midst of them, a quivering of veils 
and white coifs. . . . He, too, had been bom to partake of this 
gentleness. He would go to Respide alone widi his mother. 
Three weeks only stood between him and that time of torrid 
heat when there would be “masses of fruit”. He would be care- 
ful not to wound her, would avoid giving her pain. This time 
he w'ould know how not to get irritable. He made a silent 
promise that on the very first evening he would stiggest that 
they should say their prayers together. She would not be able 
to believe her ears. He enjoyed in anticipation the joy that she 
would feel. He would confide in her . . . would, for instance, 
tell her what had happened to him in a night-club, on an even- 
ing of May. ... It couldn’t be helped, she’d got to know that 
he frequented such places. He would say: “I had drunk a little 
champagne . . . I was feeling sleepy, it was late. A woman stand- 
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ing on a table was singing a song. I was only half listening to 
her. The people round about were joining in the chorus. It was 
a soldiers’ song, and everybody knew it. . . . In the middle of 
the last verse, the name of Christ occurred, all mixed up with 
a lot of filthy words. At that moment” (Yves had a vision of 
his mother hstening with that look upon her face of passionate 
concentration . . . “at that moment I was conscious of a feehng 
of pain, of almost physical pain, as though the blasphemy had 
struck straight to my heart.” She would get up from her chair, 
would give him a kiss, would ay something hke-“You 
see, darling, how grace . . .” He could imagine the night, 
the swarm of stars in the August sky, the smell of the late 
crops coming firom the mill which would be invisible in the 
darkness. ... * 

During the days that followed he felt reassured. Nothing had 
happened. Never had he hved so dissipated an existence. It was 
the time of year when, before die general exodus of summer, 
those w'ho Uve for pleasure cram more and more of it into theur 
mouths: the time when those who love suffer agomes at the 
thought of inevitable separation, and w'hen those w’ho ate loved 
can at last breadic freely: the time when the burned-up chest- 
nuts of the Paris streets see, at dawn, gathered round stationary 
cars, men in evening dress, and women shivering in the night 
air, all drawing out their last farewells, so as to keep, as long 
as possible, from the necessj^ty of parting. 

On one such mght it so happened that Yves had not gone 
out. Perhaps he was feeling laz)', perhaps he was ill, perhaps he 
was suffering from heart-ache. Wliatever the reason, he w'as 
alone in Itis small room, suffering from liis sohtude, as only at 
that age can one suffer, when sohtude seems of all ills die most 
intolerable, the one fiom which at all costs, one must escape. 
His whole existence was so organized that there should never 
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be an evening luifilled. But on this occasion the machinery had 
broken down. Wc manipulate others as though they were 
pawns: wc are careful to see that no square upon the board 
shall be empty. But they, too, play their secret game, pushing 
us about as the fancy takes them, bnishing us aside, so that wc 
feel ourselves laid by, snuffed, extinguished. The voice which, 
at the very last moment, says on the telephone - “i’m terribly 
sorry, but I just can’t make it,” is always the voice belonging 
to the one of any given couple who need make no excuses, who 
can follow the whim of tho moment. Had Yves’s loneliness, on 
that particular evening, not been due to the absence of a certain 
woman, he could have dressed, gone out, and hunted up his 
friends. If he sat motionless, without a light, it was, no doubt, 
because he had received a terrible blow and was silently bleed- 
ing in the darkness. 

The telephone rang, hut not with its accustomed sound. The 
trills were rapid and urgent. He heard a lot of ‘'crackling” 
- then: “Bordeaux’s caUing you.” He thought at first that it 
must be his mother, and that she was ill. But before he had had 
time to feel the possibihty as pain, a voice, wliich was indeed 
his mother’s, came tlirough, very faint, and as though speaking 
from another world. She belonged to the generation which has 
never learned how to master the telephone. 

“Is that you, Yves: mamma speaking.” 

“I can hardly hear you.” 

He gathered that she had bad an acute attack of rheumatism, 
that she was being packed off to Dax, and that her arrival at 
Respide would be delayed for ten days. 

“I hope you can join me at Dax, so that wc shan’t lose any 
of our time together.” 

It was to get that promise fifom him that she had telephoned. 
He replied that he would join her as soon as she liked. She could 
not hear him. He repeated what he had said, grew impatient. 
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“Yes, mamma, I’ll come to Dax.” 

From very fiir away the poor old voice kept saying the 
same thing over and over again. “You’ll come to Dax, 
then?*’ Suddenly, the line went dead. For a while he did all 
he could to re-establish the connexion, but without succ<;ss. He 
remained where he was, not moving from his chair. He felt 
miserable. 

By next day the whole incident had passed &oin his mind. 
He resumed his normal existence, gnjoying himself, or, rather, 
pursuing until dawn, the flittings of a wonjan who was enjoy- 
ing herself. He did not get home until the small hours, and slept 
late. One morning, the sound of the door-bell woke him. He 
thought it must be the postman with a regfetered letter. He 
pushed the door ajar, and saw Jean-Louis. He took him into the 
sitting-room and opened the shutters. A yellow fog lay upon 
the roof-tops. Without looking at Jean-Louis he a.sked whether 
he had come to Pans on business. The answer was more or less 
what he had expected: tlicir mother was not at all well, and 
Jean-Louis had looked up Yves with the intention of urging 
him to make an earlier surt for the country. Yves looked at his 
brother. He was wearing a grey suit and a black tie with white 
dots. He asked why lie hadn’t been wired for, or rung up on 
tlie telephone. 

“I didn’t want to frighten you by sending a telegram, and 
it’s always so difficult to cj^lam things on the telephone.’’ 

“Maybe -but that’s no reason for leaving mamma. I’m 
amazed that you should come awav, even for twenty-four 
hours. Why have you come? . . .’’ 

Jean-Louis looked at liim fixedly. Yves, rather pale, asked 
quietly; 

“Is she dead?’’ 

Jean-Louis took his hand: his eyes never left his fece. 
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Yves muzmuied: “I knew it.” 

“How could you have known?” 

He said again, “I -knew it,” while his brother hastily 
embarked upon the details which Yves had not, as yet, thought 
to dennand. 

“It was Monday night, no, Tuesday, that she began com- 
plaining for the first time. . . . ’ 

It surprised him, all the time he was speaking, to see how 
calmly Yves had taken the news. He felt disappointed. He 
might just as well have spared himself the journey, might have 
stayed beside his mo,thcr’s body while it was still there, and not 
lost one of those last, sad moments. He could not guess that a 
scruple in Yves’s mind was “drawing” his sorrow to a point, 
like one of those abscesses which a doctor deliberately pro- 
vokes. . . . Had his mother known that he had passed through 
Bordeaux without troubling to go to see her? Had the know- 
ledge caused her pain? Was he a monster not to have made the 
effort? If he had spent a few moments with her on his way back 
from Gudthary, they would probably have been nothing but a 
repetition of their meeting on his way there — i few pieces of 
advice, a few requests that he should be careful, a kiss. She 
would have followed him out on to the landing, would have 
leaned over the banisters, would have watched him down the 
stairs for as long as she could sec him. Anyhow, if he hadn’t 
visited her again, he had at least heard her voice on the tele- 
phone. He had caught everything^ she had said, though she, 
poor woman, had had difficulty in hearing his replies. ... He 
asked Jean-Louis whether she had had time to mention him. 
No, she had been expecting to see her “Parisian” so soon again, 
that her mind had been preoccupied with Jose, who was still in 
Morocco. At length Yves’s tears began to flow, and Jean-Louis 
was conscious of a feeling of relief. His own attitude was one 
of complete calm. He refused to let himself brood upon his 
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sorrow. He looked round the room in which yesterday’s tm- 
ddiness had not yet been cleared away. The Russian “craze” of 
the last few years was evidenced by the colours of divan and 
cushions. But the man who lived here, thought Jean-Louis, had 
probably taken only a passing pleasure in them. He would have 
said at a guess that his brother was indifferent to such things. . . . 
For a few moments Jean-Louis was guilty of disloyalty to his 
modier who was dead, in the interest of his brother who was 
alive. He gave his mind entirely to the scene about him, trying 
to discover signs and traces. . . . There was one photograph, 
and one only - of Nijinski, in the Spectre de la Rose. Jean-Louis 
stared at his brother standing there with his back to the fire- 
place. He looked so frail in his blue pyjamas, with his hair all 
anyhow. His free, now tliat he was cfying, was’just as it used 
to be when he was a httlc boy. Very quietly, Jean-Louis told 
him to get dressed. Left to himself, he seemed to be putting a 
silent question to the walls, to the cigarette ash on the table, 
to the bum in the carpet. 


XVI 

A LL that the parish could,muster in the way of priests and 
AA choir-boys walked ahead of tlie hearse. Yves, who was 
"^with his two brothers and Uncle Xavier, was keenly 
aware of the ridiculous picture they must make in the garish 
daylight with their woeb^one faces, and how absurd his even- 
ing clothes and silk hat must look Qose was wearing the 
uniform of the Gilonial Inftntry). ftc observed the expressions 
of the people standing on the sidewalk, the eager, hungry 
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cuiiosity in die women's eyes. He did not feel particularly 
miserable, did not, indeed, feel anything at all. He could hear 
snatches of what Uncle Alfred and Dussol w^ saying behind 
him (“you must follow immediately behind us” - the latter 
had been told: “after all, you’re one of the frmily.”) 

“She was a woman with a head on her shoulders,” Dussol 
was saying: “and I know no greater compliment than that. I 
would even go so fat as to say that she was a true business- 
woman - or, rather, that she would have become one if she had 
had a husband at her sido to* train her up.” 

“In business,” Caussade remarked, “women can do a lot of 
things that we can’t.” 

“D’you remember how she behaved at the time of the 
Metairie afTair, Caussade ? - that lawyer chap who did a bunk. 
He got away with sixty diousand francs of hers. She knocked 
me up at midmght. She was on her way to see Madame 
Mdtairie, and wanted me to go with her. Blanche made her 
hand over a written acknowledgement of all the money owii^. 
That wasn’t an easy job, I can tell you: it heeded pluck. . . . 
The legal proceedings dragged on for ten years, but she got 
every pemiy, m the long run, and before any of die other 
creditors, too. Tlut’s what I call a nice piece of work!” 

“Yes, but I’ve often heard her say that if it hadn’t been for 
the children, whose trustee she was, she’d never have had the 
courage to go on.” 

“That’s very likely, because at tunes she was scrupulous to 
excess - it was her only weakness. . . .” 

Unde Alfred, widi a sanctimonious air, protested that that 
had been her most admirable characteristic. 

Dussol gave a shrug. 

“You must forgive me for smiling! I’m an honest nun, as 
men go, and our firm is generally looked upon as an example 
of everythii^ that’s above board. . . . But you and I know 
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what busmess is. Blanche wotild have i^eed with me. . . . She 
loved money, you know, and wasn’t ashamed of loving it.” 

“She preferred land.” 

“But not for its own sake. In her eyes, land stood for wealth. 
She thought of it in the same way as ^ethoi^ht of bank-notes, 
the only difference being that she considered it safer. She offen 
told me that, taking one year with another, and allowing for 
overheads, she reckoned that her landed property brought her 
in regularly between four and a half and five per cent.” 

Yves conjured up a picture of His mother as she had looked, 
sitting at nightfall on the terrace, among tbtf Bourideys pines. 
Again, he could see her, in imagination, coming towards him 
along the path that made the circuit of the p.ark, with her 
Rosary in her hand. He thought of her, too, at Respide, speak- 
ing of God beneath the slumbering liills. He searched his 
memory for things she had said which bore witness to her love 
of the land. Jean-Louis had told him how, just before she died, 
she had pointed through the open vwndow at the June sky and 
the bird-infested ttces, and said: “That’s what I really regret.” 

“I’m told” - said Dussol - “that her last words were about 
the vines. She pointed to them and said : ‘How I regret that I 
shan’t be there to see the wonderful harvest!’ . . 

“That’s not what I heard. I was led to suppose tliat she was 
referring to tlie coimtryside in general, and the beauties of 
nature. . . .” 

“That’s what her sons say”*(Dussol lowered his voice) “but 
they, of course, interpreted her words in their own way: you 
know wliat they’re like. . . . Poor Jean-Louis! ... I prefer my 
version. It seems to me far more beautiful. I like to think that 
what she was mourning was tlie crop that she would never 
gather, the firuit of the vineyards >vhich she had been at such 
pains to renew. . . . Nothing will make me believe differently. 
I knew her for forty years. Once, when she v'as complainit^ 
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of her sons, I told her diat she was a hen that had hatched out 
a brood of ducklings . . . how she laughed!” 

“No, Dussol, no: she was proud of them, and rightly so!” 

“I don’t deny it. But I can’t help laughing when Jean-Louis 
insists that she had a liking for all the stuff that Yves produces. 
Intelligence was her outstanding quality. She was a very model 
of the normal, good-sense incarnate, and I know what I’m 
talking about! At the time w'hen I was having all those diffi- 
culties with Jean-Louis over his precious profit-sharing schemes 
and boring social theories, i felt in my bones that she was on 
my side. She vto worried about what she called his ‘day- 
dreaming’. She begged me not to let it influence my opinion 
of him. ‘Give him time’ - she used to say. ‘You'll see he’s got 
his head screwed on the right way, really.’ ” 

Yves had forgotten all about his ridiculous clotlies and 
patent-leather shoes. He was no longer studying the faces of the 
people on the sidewalk. Imprisoned in the procession which 
stretched firom the hearse to Dussol (a single word, caught by 
chance, was enough to tell him all that the man was saying), 
he moved, with liis eyes upon the ground. ‘She loved tlic poor,' 
he was thinking. ‘When we were small she took us into aU the 
slum rooms when she went visiting, tier heart went out to girls 
in trouble, if only they repented of their ways. She could never 
read without crying the memories of childhood that found 
their way into my poems. . . 

Dussol’s voice was droning on and on: “Dealers had to 
watch tlicir step with her. I’ve never known anyone with such 
an eye for accounts, nor anyone who could cut down per- 
centages as she could.” 

“Did you ever listen to .her talking things over with any of 
her tenants, Dussol? Somehow she always managed to make 
them pay for their own repairs.” 
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Yves knew from Jean-Louis that this was not true; that 
leases had been renewed in the most reckless way imaginable, 
and quite irrespective of enhanced values. All the same, he 
could not dismiss firom his mind the caricature of his mother, 
as she appeared to other people, stripped of the Fronttnac 
mystery, which Dussol’s words had built up. Death condemns 
us to be the prey not of worms only but of men. They nibble 
away at remembered lives until there is nothing left of them. 
Already, Yves, under the influence of this overheard conversa- 
tion, found himself no longer seeing die dead woman as he had 
known her. Her flesh had outlived corruptioai longer than her 
reputation. It was essential that he should reconstruct his 
memory of her, and wipe away these alien sniins. Blanche 
Frontenac must again become for him what she had always 
been. Only if she did, could he go on living, could he survive 
her. How endless seemed the walk to die cemetery down the 
long rue d’Arcs, past slum dwellings and brothels, with the 
Family trailing along in dress clothes and shiny shoes - aU this 
grotesque barbarism of funeral pomp, and the hurried mutter- 
ing of the sublime Office of the Church by priests who, as the 
saying goes, were “practised” in it - only, too, too practised! 
Dussol had kept his voice low, but now he raised it again, and 
Yves could not resist die 'temptation to listen. 

“No, Caussade, I can’t agree with you there. She was an 
admirable woman, but there, I think, she failed. The bringing 
up of the young was not her strong point. ... I am not, my- 
self, without a certain feeling for religion. The parish clergy will 
always find me ready to listen if they think I can help them in 
their difficulties. They know that, and the knowledge is of 
some value to them. But if I had lud sons I should have seen 
to it that, once the First Communion w’as over, they should 
have turned to and prepared themselves for the serious business 
of life. Blanche never really took into account the weight of 
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hraedity that lay upon her boys. I don’t want to speak evil of 
poor Michel Frontenac . . 

Caussade protested that Michel had been a professed anti- 
clerical all his life, but Dussol went on: 

’’That’s as may be, but it doesn’t alter the fact that he was a 
dreamer, the kind of man who will go to a Board Meetup 
with a book stuffed away in his pocket. That’ll show you the 
sort of diap he was. Why, I’ve even seen liim bring a volume 
of poetry into the office when there was a sales conference on! 
Once, when that happened,' I picked it up, but he snatched it 
from me in a shameEced sort of way. . . .” 

“ShameEced? - why? - was it what’s usually called a 
‘curious’ book?” 

“Oh, dear me no! He* didn’t go in for that kind of thing - 
on second thoughts, though, you mayn’t be so far out ... I 
remember, now, it was one of BaudcEirc’s ... La Charogtic 
. . . know it? . . . A sensitive soul was Michel, but no good 
at all when it came to business, and, mind you, I was pretty 
well placed to judge. It was a good tlimg for the firm and for 
tlie Frontenac cliildren tliat I was there. Blanche’s religious 
fervour did go sonic way to developing certain tendencies in 
them, and, well . . . you’ve only got to look around to see what 
the results have been, . . .” 

Once mote, he lowered liis voice. Yves repeated to himself 
those Est few woids - ‘what the results have been’. Could he 
truthfully be called a man ? Ycs,,but not what Dussol meant by 
a man. But what, if it came to that, did Dussol mean by a man? 
And what could Blanche Frontenac have done to make her 
sons different from what they had become? After all, jean- 
Louis liad, as they say, founded a family, and was showing 
himself to be pretty efficient in die business. His influence was 
a good deal more consideraW than Dussol’s, and his reputation 
as a “socially conscious” employer, had spread Er and wide. 
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Jos^ was risking his life in Morocco (no, that wasn’t quite true; 
he hadn’t stirred from Rabat) : and Yves . . . well, at least they 
mast know that he was always being talked about in the 
papers. ... In what way were die Frontenac boys difrerent 
from other boys? . . . To that question he would have ^und 
it difficult to find an answer. . . . All the same, that damned 
Dussol, teetering along behind him like a moving mountain of 
flesh, still had the power to reduce him to a state of pure gibber, 
to bumihate him till it hurt. 

Standing on the brink of the op?n ^rave, m the htde knot Oi 
“real friends” (“I made a particular point of going with her to 
the very end”), Yves, his eyes dim with tears, his cars deaf to 
everythmg, did, nevertheless, manage jto hear, afrove the ratde 
of stones on the coffin, and the heavy breathing of the grave- 
diggers - who looked, for all the world, like stage murderers, 
- the self-satisfied, the implacable voice of Dussol: 

“She was a thoroughly capable woman.” 

That day, as a mark of respect for the dead woman, no work 
was done at Respide or at Boundeys. The oxen stayed in the 
byre, and thought it must be Sunday. The men went to the inn 
and sat drinking in an atmosphere of aiuse. A storm was blow- 
mg up, and Burthc feared for the hay. How put about the poor 
lady would have been if she had known that, because of her. 
It hadn’t been got undn: cover! i'he Huie flowed on beneath 
the alders. Close to the old oak, just where the wall had been 
knocked down, the moon strudr a sparkle m the grass from the 
sacred medal which Blanche had lost three years before, during 
the Easter holidays, and which the children had long looked 
for and never found. 



XVII 

A LL through the following winter, and the early months 
of 1913, Yves’s mood seemed to be more bitter than 
"^cver before. He was beginning to lose his hair ; his cheeks 
were sunken; there was a feverish glitter in his eyes, and the 
bony structure of his brow had become more than usually 
prominent. All the same, Tie* felt deeply shocked at the ease with 
which he had become resigned to his loss. He did not really 
miss his mother at aU. Since, for a long time now, he had been 
living away from her, ijothing was altered in the routine of his 
days, and he would go for weeks together without once think- 
ing of her. The only difference in liim was tliat he had come to 
demand more of the people he was fond of. The craving to be 
loved, which his mother had never fiilcd to satisfy, he now 
centred on others who, though up till now, they might have 
£lled his thoughts, made him restless, and even occasioned him 
some little suffering, had never really torn his hfe up by the 
roots. He had been accustomed to plunge into his mother’s love 
as he had plunged into the park at Bourideys. It led straight into 
the pine-forest, and, as a child, he had always known that he 
could walk on and 011, night and day, and that in the end he 
would reach the sea. Into every love he now wormed his way, 
moved by a fatal curiosity, sedftng to find its hmits, yet always 
obscurely hoping that he would never come on them. Alas ! 
a very few steps brought him there, all the more surely 
because his mania was turning him into a wearisome and in- 
supportable companion. He was for ever demonstrating to 
the women of his choice that their fondness for him was only 
a seeming passion. He belonged to that unhappy race of young 
men who go on, again and again, saying - “You don’t love < 
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nic!^^ in the hope of getting an assurance to the contrary. But 
his words had more power to convince than he realized, so that 
to her who ventured on a mild protest, he would himself give 
proofi so unanswerable that he ended by convincing her of the 
truth - that she did not love him, nor ever had done. 

In that spring of 1913, he had reached the point at which his 
sufferings had become hke one of those physical ailments for 
the end of which the patient eagerly watches, hour by hour, in 
terror at the thought that he may not be able to endure it a 
moment longer. Even at parties* i^tlic object of his passion 
happened to be present, he was quite incajj^ble of hiding his 
wound, but displayed his suffering for all to see, and left a trail 
of blood wherever he went. 

He was quite convinced that he waif the prey to an obsession. 
He found himself continually harking back to instances of 
treachery which had existed only in his imagination, so that he 
could never be quite sure, even when he caught his mistress in 
the act, that he had not been misled by hallucination. If she 
gave him her solemn word that it had not been her he had seen 
in a car beside the young man with whom she had been 
dancing on the previous evening, he allowed himself to be con- 
vinced, even though he felt quite certain that he had recog- 
nized her. ... ‘I am going mad,* he said to himself, and chose 
deliberately to believe that he was indeed mad, in the first place, 
because it would give him some sort of breathing-space, how- 
ever short, between bouts of suffering, and because he could sec 
in the face he loved a look of unfeigned alarm. “You must 
believe me,** she would insist, moved by a fierce longing to 
console and reassure him. Against this form of hypnotism he 
was never proof. “Look me in the eyes; now do you believe 
me? 

It wasn’t that she was better 'than anybody else, but he 
always failed to realize, until it was too late, that he had the 
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power to awaken a sort of patient tenderness in those who, in 
other ways, were the source of his torment. It was as though, 
when they were with him, they all unknowingly became 
saturated with that maternal love the warmth of which 
had swaddled him for so many years. In August, the earth, 
impregnated by the sun, retains its warmth until late into 
the night. And so it was that the love of his dead mother was 
sdll about him, softening the hardest hearts. 

It was that, perhaps, which kept him from succumbing to 
the blows that rained upon him. For there was no other support 
on which he could lean, and he could expect no help from his 
family. What remained of the Frontenac mystery came to him 
now only in the form of scattered fragments from a complete 
and utter wreck. The first time he went back to Bourideys 
after his mother’s death, he felt as though he were walking in 
a dream, as though he were moving through a past now sud- 
denly materialized. He brooded over the pines rather than saw 
them. He remembered the secret flow of waters imdcr the 
alder trees. The ones he looked at were lopped: the new shoots 
were already intertwined. But he substituted for them in his 
mind the moss-grown trunks which once, in earlier holidays, 
the Hurc had mirrored. The smell from the meadows worried 
him because there was more in it of mint than he remembered. 
He felt himself as much cluttered by the house and park as by 
his mother’s old umbrellas, and those garden hats they could 
not give away, and would not jettison (there was one very old 
one embroidered with swallows). A whole section of the 
Frontenac mystery had, as it were, been sucked into that spot 
as into a hole in the ground, a cavern in which the mother of 
Jean-Louis and Jos^, of Yves, of DaniMe and Marie Frontenac, 
had been laid to rest. When, on occasion, a free looked out 
from a world now three parts destroyed, the effect on Yves was 
one of nightmare. 
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One fine morning, in the summer of 1913, he saw, firamed 
in the doorway of his room, a large woman whom he recog- 
nized at once, though he had seen her only once before, and 
then, casually, in the street. The truth was that Jos^& had, for 
many years, been a constant joke in. the Frontenac &mily. 
Could it be that he didn’t know who she was? Monsieur Yves 
must surely have been aware of her existence ? The young men 
of the family must always have realized that their uncle did not 
live alone? Poor man, he had always been at such pains to keep 
her existence from them, and tho knowledge that that was so 
made her feel awful! . . . But perhaps it w^ Just as well that 
things had turned out like this. He had recently had two bad 
attacks of angina at her place (he must be in ajbad way, other- 
wise she would never have had the dourage to call on Yves). 
The doctor had utterly pooh-poohed tlie idea of his going 
home, and now the poor dear was worrying himself sick, night 
and day, at the idea that he might die without ever seeing his 
nephews again. But now they knew that there had been a 
woman in their uncle’s life, so what point could there be in 
trying to keep it secret any longer? . . . Nevertheless he would 
have to be prepared for the revelation, because he had no idea 
that his wrong-doing had been discovered. . . . She would tell 
him that the family had only quite recently tumbled to the 
truth, and that they had forgiven him. . . . Yves remarked, 
drily, that it was not for the young Frontcnacs to “forgive” a 
man whom they respected jnore than anybody else in the 
world. The large woman, however, stuck to her point. 

“You see. Monsieur Yves - and I can say this to you now 
that you are of an age to know what’s what - there has been 
nothing between us for years . . . after all, we’re neither of us 
exactly young . . . besides, I couldn’t dream of allowing the 
poor man to go a-wearing of hiniself out, and him in such a 
condition, too. I never could forgive myself if I thought I’d had 
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a hand in killis^ him. . . . He’s more like my child than any- 
thii^ else, and a very young child too. ... I am not the kind 
of person you take me for . . . might very naturally take me 
for. . . . You can ask the parish clergy, if you like: they know 
all about me!” 

She spoke mincingly, as they had always imagined she 
would. She was wearing a Russian-ballet coat with loose 
vlccvcs, secured at the waist by a single button. Her eyes still 
showed as handsome under the cloche hat which did nothing 
to conceal the thick, tip^tiked nose, the vulgar mouth, the 
retreating chin. 5,hc looked at “Monsieur Yves” with deep 
emotion. Though she had never met the Frontcnac children, 
she had been familiar with them from their youth up. She had 
followed their progress '’through life, step by step, and had 
taken an interest in all their childish ailments. Nothing was 
insignificant to her that occurred in the glorious empyrean of 
the Frontenacs. Far, far above her, they moved as demi-gods, 
whose smallest gestures she could, by an extraordinary piece of 
luck, follow from the deep abyss of her own existence . . . and 
though in the wonderful world of fantasy in wliich her day- 
dreams moved, she had often imagined herself as married to 
Xavier, and participating in moving scenes of family affection, 
with Blanche calling her “sister”, and the children, “Aunt 
Josefa”, she had never really thought that anything remotely 
resembling this meeting could ever occur, or that the day 
would come when she would fii^d herself face to face with one 
of the young Frontenacs, and speak with him as with an equal. 

Yet so vivid was her feeling of having known Yves always, 
that now, free to face with this lean and melancholy man 
whom she was seeing for the first time, she found herself 
thinking ‘how thin he has ^ownl’ 

“And how is Monsieur Jose? -still enjoying himself in 
Morocco? Your uncle is terribly anxious about him. It seems 
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as diings over there ace begiiming to hum, and the papers don’t 
tell you everything by a long chalk! What a good thing it is 
that your poor dear mother is not here, for she would be 
worrying herself to a shadow!” 

Yves asked her to sit down, but himself remained standing. 
He made a valiant effort to struggle to the sur&ce of his 
emotional preoccupations, to seem at least to be hsteuing and 
taking an interest. To himself he said: ‘Uncle Xavier is very ill; 
Uncle Xavier is going to die. He is the last of the older genera- 
tion of Frontenacs. . . .’ But he lashed at his feelings to no avail. 
It was impossible for him to feel anything but the frightful 
threat hanging over his head, the threat of the summer’s end, 
of the weeks and months of separation, weeks and months that 
would be heavy with storms, beaten *by furious rains, burned 
by devastating suns. The whole of creation, with its stars in 
their courses and its mortal scourges would soon be rearing 
itself between him and the object of his passion. When next 
he found himself close to her it would be autumn. Till 
then he must fight his way in solitude through an ocean of 
fiame. 

It had been arranged that he should spend liis holidays with 
Jean-Louis, in that home which his mother had so ardendy 
desired should be a refuge for him when she was no more. To 
this necessity he might have resigned himself if onlv the pain of 
parting had been shared. But “she” was to go for a long cruise 
on a yacht. “She” was living in a fever of “tryings-on”, 
and made no attempt to conceal her excitement. Anticipated 
pleasure shone in her eyes. Nor, for him, was it a matter of 
imaginary suspicions, of fears now awakened, now allayed. 
What he had to face was something far worse -the cruel 
happiness, more murderoas than any treachery, felt by a young 
woman at the prospect of getting away from him. What made 
her drunk was killit^ him. With endless patience she had made 
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pretence of tenderness and loyalty. But now, suddenly, she had 
tom the mask &om her hice, diough not deliberately nor widi 
joy, because she had no wish to cause him pain. 

“It’s the best thing that could have happened. You know 
perfectly well that I am bad for you. ... By October you’ll 
be completely aired. . . .’’ 

“But there was a time when you said you hoped I never 
should be cured.” 

“When did I say that? I don’t remember.” 

“Last January : one Tuesday. We were just leaving Fischer’s. 
We passed the G<i^ne-Petit, and you looked at yourself in the 
window.” 

She shook her head. She seemed annoyed. Those words of 
hers had struck sweet music to his heart. For weeks he had 
hved on them, repeating them over and over to himself, long 
after their power to charm had vamshed. And now, here she 
was, denying that she had ever spoken them! ... It was all 
his &ult. He so enlarged the smallest things she said. He had 
grown into such a habit of giving them a fixed value, an 
unalterable significance, and, half the time, they expressed 
nothing but a moment’s mood. 

“Are you sure I said that? I may have done, it’s just that I 
don’t remember.” 

It was only yesterday evenii^ that Yves had heard that 
terrible comment. It had been made here between these very 
same walls where now there sat. a fat, ftir woman who was 
giving evidence of heat, heat so extreme that it was difficult to 
sit in the same room with her, even with the window open. 
Jos^fe seemed now to be thoroughly settled in. Her eyes were 
fixed, with absorbed attention, on Yves. 

“And Monsieur Jean-Louis?- what a splendid young man 
he is! - and Madame Jean-Louis, such a distinguished-looking 
lady. That photograph of them together, taken at Coutenceau’s 
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with the baby between them* stands on yout uncle’s d^lc- Such 
a sweet Httle girl! Anyone would know fi;om her mouth and 
chin that she’s a Frontenac! Often’s the time I’ve said to your 
uncle, ‘She’s the very spit and image of a Frontenac!’ He loves 
children, even quite tiny ones. . . . When my daughter, the 
one as lives at Niort and is married to a very solid fellow in the 
wholesale (and he has to shoulder all the responsibility along 
of bis boss suffering from the rheumatism in his joints) . . . 
when my daughter brought her baby to sec me, he took her 
on his knee, and my daughter passed the remark as it was easy 
to see that he was used to children. . . 

She broke off, suddenly overcome by shyness. Monsieur 
Yves wasn’t being exactly forthcoming. Mest probably he 
took her for a scheming woman. . . . 

“1 think you ought to know how things are. Monsieur 
Yves. . . . He gave^me a lump sum down, once and for all, 
and the furniture. . . . It’s all there. I wouldn’t like to be 
thought one as could do the least htde thing to hurt the 
family. ...” 

She spoke of “the family” as though no other family existed 
in the world. To Yves’s consternation two tears, as large as 
lentils, began to trickle down her face. The Frontenacs, he 
protested, had never suspected her of the slightest impropriety. 
On the contrary, they felt deeply grateful for the way in which 
she had looked after thdr uncle. In his anxiety to treat her 
with proper consideration, he ignored the claims of common 
caution, and overshot the mark. She broke down entirely, and 
her trickle of tears became a flood. 

“I do love him so! ... I do love him so!” she spluttered, 
“and all of you as well, though to be sure I always knew as 
I wasn’t good enough even to speak to you, but I’ve always 
loved every member of the family, as my daughter at Niort 
can wimess to, she having often reproached me for it and com- 
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plaining that I’m more intetcsted in the Frontcnac children than 
in my own flesh and blood, which it’s true. . . 

Her &ce was streaming, and she began feeling about in her bag 
for a clean handkerchief. At that moment, the telephone rang. 

“Hullo . . . Oh, it’s you . . . dinner? . . . half a moment 
while I look at my book. . . 

Yves held the receiver away from his car for a moment. 
Joscfa, who was snifling and watcbit^ him closely, was sur- 
prised to see that he did not, in &ct, look at his engagement 
book at all, but stared before him with an expression of blissful 
happmess. 

“Yes, I can manage it with a litde juggling. . . . It’s sweet 
of you to spare me one more evening. . . . Where? . . . the 
Pre Catalan'i . . . Shall I pick you up? . . . but it would be 
so easy for me ... why not? . . . what’s that? . . . I’m 
not making a point of anything . . . it’s only that 1 might be a 
bit late and don’t want you to have to hang about alone at the 
restaurant. ... I said, I don’t want you to have to hang about 
. . . what’s that? . . . you won’t be alone? . . . Who’s the 
other? . . . Geo? . . . No, of course I don’t mind. . . . I’m not 
in the least amioyed . . what? . . . well, of course it won’t be 
the same thing ... I said, of course it won’t be the same 
thing. . . . I’m not being difflcult. . . .’’ 

joseflt was devouring him with her eyes. Like an old circus 
horse roused by the sound of distant music, she snuffed the air 
and pawed the ground. Yves had, hung up the receiver, and the 
face he turned to her wa.s drawn with pain. She did not realize 
diat he was with difficulty keeping himself from showing her 
to the door, though it did occur to her that the time had come 
to make a move. He would write to Jean-Louis, he said, about 
their uncle. As soon as he heard, he would get into touch with 
her. An endless fumbling ensued while she tried to find a card 
with her address. At long last, she went. 
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Unde Xavier is very ill ; Unde Xavier is dying - Yves spoke 
the words over and over to himself. He tried to call up visual 
images to ^lakc him realize their import; Unde Xavier sitting 
in a big armchair in the gloomy rue de Cursol house, under the 
shadow of die great parental bed . . ..himself, holding out his 
check to be kissed, and his unde breaking off his reading with 
a “run along, my chick” ... his unde in a city suit, standing 
on the bank of the Hure, and carving a piece of pine-bark into 
the shape of a boat . . . Sale, sake, caloumet, te pourterey un pan 
naouet . . . But in vain did he cast*his net, in vain draw it in 
filled with a swarm of wriggling memoriq;. One and all, they 
slipped free and fell back. Those pictures of the past were 
scrawled over now with larger and more rec;cnt figures - the 
figures of that hateful woman and her Geo. What business had 
Geo to come butting in? - and why tonight of aU nights? It 
was their last chance of being together. Must Geo come 
too? . . . Why had she gone out of her way to pick on him, 
and not on somebody else . . . why this man, who was his 
fiiend, of whom he had grown fond? . . . There had been a 
calculated note of surprise in her voice. She did not want to 
seem to be concealing the fact that she and Geo had struck 
up an intimacy. . . . He, too, must almost certainly be going 
away somewhere this summer, though where, Yves had not 
succeeded in finding out. Oh God! - of course, he was to be one 
of the yacht party. Geo and she, for weeks and weeks, on the 
deck, in the cabins - she anckGeo . . . 

He Hung himself face downwards on the divan, and worried 
the back of his hand with his teeth. This was more than he 
could bear: this time he tvould get his own back on that bitch 
of a woman, would really do something that would hurt her! 
But how could he manage to throw mud without some of it 
sticking to himself? . . . He’d fin<l some way. . . . He’d put her 
into a book, so’s she’d be bound to be recognized! He would 
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conceal nothing! he would smother her widi filth! She should 
appear in his pages as someone at once grotesque and loath- 
some. . . . All her Htde secret habits, all her physical peculiari- 
ties, should be writ large. . . . But it would take time to get 
it written . . . much easier, much quicker just to kill her. He 
could do that this very evening, now, at once. He’d see to it 
that she was given time enough to realize what was coming 
to her, time in which to be afi;aid-she, who was such a 
coward! She must see herself dying, mustn’t die at once, must 
realize that she had been disfigured. . . . 

Slowly the hatred drained from liim. He pressed out the last 
drop. Then, very gently, and in a low voice, he uttered the 
name he loved so well. Again and again he murmmed it, 
dwelling on each syllable. It was all of her that he could have. 
No one in the world could stop him fironi whispering that 
name, from crying it aloud. But upstairs were the neighbours, 
who would hear every sound. At Bourideys he could have 
taken refuge in his Htde hide-out. By now the bracken must 
have grown over the tiny arena where once, on an autumn day, 
long years ago, die future had been revealed to him. In imagina- 
tion he could see that small, that scarcely perceptible point on 
the earth’s surface, filled with the drone of wasps in die hot 
morning sunshine. The pale headier would be sweet with the 
smell of honey, and a light breeze, perhaps, would be drifting 
down a mist of pollen from the tall pines. He could see, in its 
every detail, the path that led back to the house under the 
branchy shadows of the park - could see die exact spot where 
once he had met his mother. Over her party dress she had 
thrown the little violet shawl which had come firon) Salies. 
She had put it round his shoulders because she had felt him 
shiver. 

“Mammal” - he groaned: “Mamma!” 

He lay there sobbing. He was the first of all the Frontenac 
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btothen to call upon thdi dead mothet as though she were 
Uvit^ still. Eighteen months later it was to be the turn of 
Jos6, lying wim a hole in his beUy, through an interminable 
September night, between the trenches. 


XVIII 

AS soon as she got mto the street, Josefe’s thoughts went 
r\ back to her patient. He was quite alone, and at any 
"^moment he might have an attack. She r^^retted the long 
time she had spent with Yves, and reproached herself bitterly. 
But so well had she been trained by Xavier that it never so 
much as occurred to her to take a taxi. She hurried towards the 
rue de Sevres, where she could catch the Saint-Sulpice-Auteuil 
tram. She walked, as she always did, with her stomach well 
forward, and her nose in die air, muttering to herself, much to 
die delight of the passers-by, the words “He-bc!” m an angry, 
outraged voice. She was chinking of Yves, and now that the 
young man was no longer there to hiscinate and dazzle her with 
his physical presence, her thoughts were bitter. How Utde he 
had seemed to care when she had told him of his uncle’s illness! 
At the very moment when the poor man was drawing near his 
end, terrided at the thought; that he might not be able to say 
good-bye to his nephews, the young man had been busy tele- 
phoning to some countess or other (Josefa had caught sight of 
the cards stuck in the frame of Yves’s mirror - Barm et Baronne 
de . . . Marquise de . . . The English Ambassador, and Lady . . .) 
This evening he would be dining to the sound of music 
with one of those great ladies . .*. terrible hussies they were, 
too . . . she’d read all about thetn in that serial of Charles 
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M^ouvd’s . . . and he knew what he was writing about, none 
better! 

These hostile sentiments covered a deep-seated pain. For the 
first time Josefii was realizing die simple-mindedness of the 
poor old fdlow who had sacrificed everything to an empty 
dream of puUing the wool over his nephews’ eyes. He had 
always been so ashamed of the life he was leading - a remark- 
ably innocent li&, really! His career of gilded vice had been 
sudi a very mild affair! The two of them, he and she, had gone 
without, and all lor the sake of a pack of young fellows who 
would never know^what he had sacrificed for them, and would 
have laughed if they had been told. . . . She climbed into die 
tram-car, and sat wiping her purple face. . . . She still suffered 
firom rushes of blood to the head, though less than last year. 
Pray heaven, nothing had happened to Xavier! It was really 
very convenient having a tram-stop just in front of the house. 

She climbed the four flights of stairs, puffing and blowing. 
Xavier was sitting in the dining-room, close to the half-open 
window. He was panting slighdy, and was quite motionless. 
He said that he was suffering scarcely any pain, and that it was 
marvellous to be without it. He was perfeedy all right so long 
as he did not move. He felt a bit peckish, but would rather go 
without food than run the risk of an attack. The Metro bridge 
was almost level with the window, and almost every minute 
a train went clanging and banging by. It never occurred either 
to Xavier or to Josdfa to be worried by the noise. They lived 
hedged in by the pieces of furniture from Angoulfime which 
were far too big for the tiny rooms. The cupid’s torch had been 
badly chipped during the move, and several of the ornaments 
on the wardrobe had come unstuck. 

She soaked some “fingers” of bread and butter in a soft- 
boiled egg, and tried to get the old man to eat. She spoke to 
him as she might have done to a child: “Come along, ducky: 
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come along, my pet . . He did not move so much as a 
muscle. He was like one of those insects who find in immobility 
their sole means of defence. Towards evening, in the sudden 
silence between trains, he heard the swifts crying, as once they 
had cried in the garden at Preignac. • 

All of a sudden, he spoke: 

“I shan’t see the children again.” 

“Time enough later on to think about that . . . though if it 
would make your mind any easier, Tve only to send them a 
telegram. . . .” 

“That will have to wait until the doctor lefs me go home. . . .” 

“Why shouldn’t they come and see you here? You can 
always say you’ve moved, and that Vm your housekeeper.” 

He seemed to hesitate a moment, then shook his head. 

“They would see at once that the furniture isn’t mine . . . 
ajid even if they didn’t find out, they couldn’t possibly come 
to a place like this. Even if they never knew, I couldn’t let 
them come here, for the family’s sake.” 

“You talk as though I’d got the plague!” She was up in arms. 
Never, while Xavier was in health, had she uttered a word of 
complaint, but now that he was at death’s door, she spoke out. 
He sat quite still, careful not to make the slightest movement. 

“You’re a good soul I . . but for the sake of Michel’s memory 
his sons must never . . . It’s not a question of you, but of 
principle. . . . Besides, how wretched it would be, after success- 
fully keeping it dark for so l®ng . . 

“Oh come now: surely you can’t beUeve that they haven’t 
known about it for ages?” 

She regretted her outburst when she saw him mov‘c uneasily 
in his chair, and heard his quickened breathing. 

“No, I don’t mean that. Of course they don’t know a thing. 
What I meant was that, even if they did, they wouldn't hold it 
against you.” 
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*‘Oh, I know they are too good-hearted evec to dream o£ 
diticizixig me, still . . /’ 

Jo$6i& moved away from his chair, and leaned out of the 
window. . . . Good-hearted, indeed! She thought of Yves as 
she had seen him that morning, at the telephone, pretending to 
consult his engagement-book, with an expression on his &ce 
that was half bewilderment, half happiness. She imagined him 
now, at this moment, in what she called his “fish-tails”, and 
his “crush-hat”, in one of those grand restaurants where there 
is a httlc pink-shaded lamp''on each table. Trains packed full of 
men going home after the day’s work, were rattling across the 
iron bridge. Xavier seemed rather more breathless than he had 
been during the afternoon. He explained by signs that he did 
not wish to speak, to be spoken to, or to eat. It was as though 
he were rolling himself into a ball, aping death in order to 
escape fi-om death’s reality. Night fell, warm and close. The 
window was left open in spite of the doctor’s orders. He had 
told her to shut it, because, when an angina patient, he said, 
has one of his attacks, he doesn’t know what he is doing. . . . 
Jos^fa thought of the world’s misery. . . . She was sitting 
between the window and the sick man’s chair. She felt 
oppressed by the large pieces of furniture which once had 
been her pride. This evening, suddenly, she saw them as mean 
and vnretched. . . . No more workmen, now. The trains going 
towards the Etoilc were almost empty. That’s where one 
changes for the Porte Dauphine. Josefe had often got out there 
with Xavier, squeezed and elbowed by the melancholy Sunday 
crowds. . . . Just about now, Yves Frontenac must be driving 
that way in his saloon car. What it must cost to eat the sort 
of thirds one saw on the side-tables of fashionable restaiirants 
- the crayfish, and the peach« in their padded boxes, and those 
things diat looked like over-sized lemons! How much, she 
would never know. She had always, herself, been confined to 
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a choke between one or other of the cheap table-d’hdtes- 
3 fir. 50, all in. .. . She looked towards the West, and thought 
of Yves Frontchac in the company of a lady and another yoimg 
man. 

Dinner was almost over. She had got up, and was making 
her way between the tables, saying that she had got to do some- 
thing about her face. Yves made a sign to the wine-waiter to 
serve the champagne. He seemed to be quite calm: the tense- 
ness had gone firom his manner. Alhthrough the meal Geo had 
been engaged in giving the youi^ woman the information she 
wanted on the subject of cabin-trunks an<J dressing-cases (he 
knew a man who could get them for her at wholesale prices). 
It was quite clear that they were 'not going to be of the 
same party. Everything they said pointed, on the contrary, 
to die fact that they were going to be away firom each 
other for several months, and were facing the prospect with 
equanimity. 

“They’re playing that bit of nonsense that was all the rage 
two years ago,” said Geo. 

He started htunmii^ with the orchestra - “Non. tn ne 
saurais jamais . . .” 

“Geo, you can have no idea what a fool I’ve been. . . .” 

Yves looked at the friendly face of the young man, whose 
hand, as he raised his glass, was trembling shghdy. His eyes 
were shining. 

“I thought you were going away with her, that you were 
trying to keep me in the dark.” 

Geo gave a shrug and fingered his de. It was aa habitual 
gesture with him. Then he opened a black-enamel case, and 
took a cigarette. His eyes never left Yves’s fiice. 

“When I think of you, Yves, with all you’ve got in 
there” (and he touched his firiend’s forehead with a nicotine- 
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Stained fingcc) . . . “of you, and this ... I don’t want to be 
offensive . . .” 

“Oh, don’t mind me! I know you think she’s a litde fool 
- still, preaching doesn’t sit very well on you.’’ 

“I,” said Geo, “am a nobody.” 

He leaned his charming, rather worn ^e, slightly forward, 
raised it again, and smiled at Yves with an expression of 
affection and admiring respect. 

“Besides, I’m not likely to let myself be caught again, 
until ...” . 

He made a sign to the wine-waiter, emptied his glass, and, 
with a rather wild look in his eyes, gave an order: 

“Two brandies . . . You sec all these stylish tarts,” he went 
on, “well. I’d give the whole boiling for . . . guess what?” 

He leaned forward, and looked across the table with his 
magniilcent eyes. In a tone that was at once ashamed and 
passionate, he murmured : 

“For the little girl who does the washing-up !” 

They burst out laughing. Suddenly, a whole world of sad- 
ness clamped down on Yves. He looked across at Geo who, 
like himself, had become gloomy. Was his foiend, he wondered, 
also conscious of this feeling that everything was a hollow, an 
unending, mockery ? Far, far away, beyond immeasurable dis- 
tances, he thoi^ht that he could hear the drowsy murmur of 
the pines. 

“Uncle XaVier . . he mutt^cd. 

“What did you say ?” 

Geo put down his glass and signed to the wine-waiter, witli 
forefinger raised, to bring another brandy. 



XIX 

O NE morning in Octobcr,Jos6fa found herself standing 
in the entrancc-hall of the d’Orsay Hotel, surrounded 
by the Frontenac children (with the single exception of 
Jose, who was still in Morocco). Their uncle’s condition had 
seemed to be improving during the summer, but a more than 
usually violent attack had recently laid him low, and tlie doctor 
had httle hope that he would recover. Jo^fi’s telegram had 
been delivered at Respide, where Yves was superintending the 
wine-harvest, and already thinking about returning to Paris. 
He was in no hurry to do so, since “she” would not be back 
until the end of the month. Besides, he had grown used to 
being away from her, and, now diat he was within sight of the 
exit from the tunnel, would willingly have dawdled. 

Intimidated by the presence of so many Frontcnacs, josefa 
had at first taken refuge behind a w’all of dignity. But her feel- 
ings had been too mucli for her, and she had found it impossible 
to maintain her carefully considered attitude. Besides, Jean- 
Louis had found his way to her heart with his very first words. 
Her worship of the Frontenacs had at last been rewarded. Here 
was someone who would not disappoint her. It was to him 
now, as head of the family, that she addressed herself. . . . The 
two young women were standing ratlier rigidly aloof, not, as 
Josefa thought, out of haughtiness, but because they had not 
yet made up their minds what attitude they ought ^o adopt. 
(She would never have thought they could be such strapping 
wenches. They appeared to liave monopolized all the family 
ration of fat). Yves, who was always dead-beat after a night 
journey, had ensconced himself in an armchair. 
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“I told him that I would pass myself off to you as his house- 
keeper. Since he never speaks at all now (it’s not because he 
won’t but because he’s afraid it might bring on an attack), I 
can’t say for sure whether he agreed or not. There are times 
when his poor mind seems to wander . . . it’s difficult to know 
what he wants . . . the truth of die matter is that he’s thinking 
all the time about that there pain which may return at any 
moment . . . something dreadful it is, seemingly . . . like as he 
had a mountain on his chest. ... 1 only hope as you’ll never 
see him when he’s bad. . 

“It must be terri|)le for you, madamc. . . .” 

She spluttered through her tears: 

“What a kind heart you have. Monsieur Jean-Louis!” 

“But at least, in all his bad times, he has had the support of 
your love and devotion.” 

Conventional though the words were, they had on josefa the 
effect of an endearment. She had suddenly become one of the 
family, and stood there crying quietly, her hand clinging to 
Jean-Louis’s atm. Marie whispered in DaniMc’s car: 

“It was very wrong of him to spend so much money: we 
shall never get things straight.” 

It was agreed that Josefa should prepare their uncle for their 
coming. They would turn up about ten, and wait outside the 
front door. 

It was only on the squalid landing, where the Frontenac 
children stood listening, while the other tenants, put wise by 
the concierge, leaned inquisitive faces over the banisters: it was 
only whe .1 he was sitting on the dirty stone stair, v\tith his back 
leaning against the scarred surface of the imitation marble, that 
Yves at last realized the full horror of what was going on bdiind 
that closed door. Every now and then Josefa opened it just wide 
enough to give passage to her puffy, tear-stained face, and 
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begged them to wait a little longer. Then, putting a finger to 
her lips, she shut it again. Uncle Xavier, who once every fort- 
night had entered the gloomy room in the rue de Cursol in 
Bordeaux, after making his round of the family estates; Uncle 
Xavier, who could cut a whistle fioman alder-twig, was now 
lying at death’s door in the awful slum where this woman 
hved, just opposite the railway bridge, and not far firom the 
La Motte-Picquet-Grcnelle station. Poor man, bound hand and 
foot by prtjudices and phobias, mcapable of going back on any 
opinion that he had inherited, inalt^ably, firom his parents, so 
great a respecter of die estabhshed order, yet such a stranger 
to any simple and normal way of life. . . . 

The smell diat filled the stair-well brought, back the very 
atmosphere of the house in the rue dc Cursol, as Yves had 
known it when term began, and be had returned there from 
the country. It was a smell made up of fog, and damp pave- 
ments, and hnoleum. DaniHc and Marie were whispering. 
Jean-Louis was standing motionless with closed eyes, his fore- 
head pressed to the wall. Yves made no attempt to speak to 
him, realizing that his brother was praying. “It is you. Mon- 
sieur Jean-Loms,” Josiffa bad said, “who wUl have to speak 
to him of the Good God. He would jump down my throat 
if I so much as tried!”' Yves would have hked to follow his 
example, but his tongue had lost the feel of those forgotten 
words. It was a far. far call to die distant days when he, too, 
had only to close his eyes and clasp his hands. . ’. . How long 
the time seemed! He knew by heart all the patterns made by 
the stains on the stairs where he was squatting. 

Once more Jos^fa pushed the door ajar, and this*time she 
made a sign to them to enter. She showed them mto the dining- 
room and vanished. The Fronteiucs held their breath, and 
scarcely dared to move, because Jean-Louis’s boots creaked. 
The window must have been shut since the evening before. 
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The stale smells of food and gas had accumulated between 
these four red-papered walls. The two colour-prints, one of 
peaches, the other of raspberries, were identic^ with just such 
another pair which had once hung in die dining-room at 
Prcignac. 

Only later did they realize that they ought not to have gone 
in all together. If he had first seen only Jean-Louis, their uncle 
might have grown used to the idea of their presence. It was 
madness to have crowded in together. 

“Here they are, sir,” Jrfs^fa said, doing her best to play her 
chosen part of housekeeper: “ - it’s a great happiness for you, 
sir, isn’t it, to have them with you? . . . They’ve all come, 
except Monsieur Jose.” 

Not a move did he make, but sat in the grip of a repolian 
immobility. ... In that terrible face, only the eyes slid from 
side to side, shifting from one to another of them, as though 
some threatened blow were about to fm. His two hands clung 
to his coat, pressed hard against his panting chest. Suddenly, 
Josefa forgot her part: 

“You won’t speak because you’re afraid it might do you a 
hurt, is that it? All right, ducky, don’t you say nothing if 
you’d rather not. You can sec tiiem, can’t you? - and it makes 
you happy. Look as much as you like, but don’t speak a word. 
If you come over queer, just you tell me, my pet. If you’re in 
pain, just make a sign. Want your injection, is that it? I’ll go 
and get it ready.” 

So she lulled and comforted him in such words as one uses 
to the very young. But the dying man, still tense, still watchful, 
retained his haunted look. The four Frontenacs, standing in a 
tight bunch, rigid with anguish, were unaware diat they looked 
just like members of a jury about to be sworn in. At last, Jean- 
Louis, breaking from the group, laid his arm about his uncle’s 
shoulder. 
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“Only Josh's f^ed to turn up on parade, you see: but the 
latest news of him is good.” 

Xavier Frontenac’s Ups moved. They all of them leaned 
above his chair, but cotild not, at first, make out what he was 
saying. 

“Who told you to come?” 

“Madame . . . your housekeeper.” 

“She . . . is . . . not . . . my . . . housekeeper. Understand 
that: not . . . my . . . housekeeper. You heard how she spoke to 

t 

me. . . . 

Yves knelt down close to the skinny legs^ 

“What does it matter. Uncle Xavier? . . . it’s of no import- 
ance whatever ... it doesn’t concern us. You are our beloved 
uncle, our father’s brother. . . .” 

But the sick man, with averted eyes, pushed him away. “You 
know now! . . . you know now! . . .” he kept on saying with 
a wild look in his eyes. “I am like Uncle Pdloucyre. He shut 
himself away at Bourideys, I remember, with that woman of 
his . . . wouldn’t see any of the fanrily. . . . Your father . . . 
who was a very young man, then . . . was deputed to go and 
see him. ... I recall how Michel set off on horseback, with a 
joint, because his imcle Hked our Preignac mutton. . . . Your 
father described how he stood there, knocking at the door. . , . 
At last Uncle Pdloueyre opened it a crack . . . stared at 
Michel . . . took die joint . . . shut die door and bolted it. . . . 
I remember his telling us about it . . . it’s an odd story . . . but 
I’m talking too much ... a very odd story.” 

He began to laugh in a sort of suppressed and concentrated 
fashion. He could not stop though the laughter aggrtvaied his 
condition. A fit of coughing shook him. 

Josefe came back and gave him, his injection. He closed his 
eyes. A quarter of an hour went by. The noise of the trains set 
the house shaking. When they had passed, nothing could be 
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heard but his terrible, gasping struggle for breath. Suddenly he 
stirred in his chair, and opened his eyes. 

“Are Marie and DaniMe here? They will have been in the 
house of my mistress. I shall have been the cause of their seeing 
the woman whom I keep. If Blanche and Michel could have 
known that, they would have cursed me. I have brought 
Michel’s children into the house of my mistress!” 

That was all he said. His nose had a pinched look: his face 
was blue. Raucous sounds came from him, that terrible noise 
of gurgling which means flic end. . . . Josefa, her eyes stream- 
ing with tears, topk him in her arms, while the Frontenacs 
withdrew in terror towards the door. 

“You don’t need to feel ashamed with them, ducky . . . 
they’re good, they arc, they know about things, they under- 
stand. . . . What is it? . . . what do you want, my poor 
chickabiddy?” 

In sudden panic she turned towards the children: 

“What is he saying? I can’t make out what he’s saying!” 

They could see only too well what diat movement of his 
arm from left to right meant: it meant “Go away!” God would 
not let her imderstand that he was dismissing her, his com- 
panion of so many years, his only friend, his servant and his 
wife. 

In the darkness, the noise of the last train sniotlicred her 
groans. She abandoned herself, without restraint, to her grief, 
feeling the need to cry aloud. The concierge and the daily 
woman held her by the arms, and dabbed at her temples with 
vinegar. The Frontcnac children had fallen to tlieir knees. 



XX 


** AND what surprises have you in store for us, now?” 

r\ Dussol intended the question to be friendly, tlioi^h 
he could not suppress a smile. 

Yves, curled up on Jcan-Louis's divan, pretended that he had 
not heard. He was to take the night train to Paris. It was late 
in the afternoon, two days after ’Uncle Xavier’s funeral at 
Prcignac. Dussol, who had not been able to be present (he was 
a victim, now, to rheumatism, and for the last year had been 
able to walk only with die help of two stict!), had come to 
pay his respects to the family. 

“I imagine,” he said, “diat you’ve got something on the 
slocks?” 


The light had not been switched on, and he could barely see 
Yves’s face. The young man was still silent. 

‘‘What a young slyboots you are! Come, now, out with 
it! . . . fish or flesh? verse or prose?” 

At that, Yves made up liis mind; 

‘‘I’m writing a collection of ‘Characters’ . . . taken from 
nature. . . . No merit; 1 can assure you ... I have invented 
nothing . . . merely reproduced most of die types I have come 
across in the course of my hfe.” 

‘‘ Wliat is it going to be called? just Characters^' 

‘‘No: Mu^C 

There was a moment’s silence. Madeleine turned to Dussol, 
and, ill a choking voice, said; ‘‘Do let me give yirii another 
cup?” Jean-Louis asked something about an important felhng 
operation near Bourideys, for whi^ the Frontenac-Dussol firm 
was negotiating. 

“It’s not your fruit, I know,” said Dussol; “all the same, it’s 
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a nuisance that your uncle’s death has delayed the conclusion of 
the deal. Lacagne’s in the field, you know. . . .” 

“I’m meeting him the day after tomorrow^ early, on the 
site. . . . 

Jean-Louis spoke absent-mindedly. Most of his attention was 
being given to Yves, whose forehead and hands alone were 
visible. He got up and turned on the light. Yves half averted 
his head, revealing to liis brother’s eyes a crop of tousled 
brown hair, a hollow, pallid cheek, and the graceful line of his 
neck. 

“I’ve half a mind to go back to Paris with Yves,” Jean-Louis 
said on the spur of the moment. “I must see Labat . . 

“But in that case you wouldn’t be back in time for your 
meeting the day after tomorrow,” Dussol protested: “Labat 
can go hang! D’you realize that there’s profit in this Bourideys’ 
felling to the tune of a hundred thousand fimics ?” 

Jean-Louis passed his hand over his nose and mouth. Why 
this sudden feeling of terror - this idea that he mustn’t let Y ves 
out of his sight for a single moment? 

As soon as Dussol had left, he went into the bedroom. 
Madeleine followed him. 

“Is it because of Yves?” she asked. She had learned to see 
into her husband’s mind, and he knew ic. He felt that she could 
read him like a book. 

“I don’t mind admitting that I’m worried about him.” 

She tried to argue. It was all no^isense, really it was. Yves had 
been upset by Uncle Xavier’s death. A few days in Paris would 
soon put him right. 

“We kfiow the kind of way he lives. . . . He keeps the 
gloomy moods for his family, with the result that you start 
worrying. From what Dussol’s been able to discover, he is not 
usually regarded as a wet blanket by his friends. Surely you’re 
not going to risk the loss of a himdred thousand ftancs, just for 
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something that’s probably got no existence except in your 
imagination?” 

Instinctively, she had put her finger on the one argument 
that was always effective with Jean-Louis. It wasn’t only his 
money that was in question, but the femily’s. For the rest of the 
evening, he did his best to keep up a conversation with his 
brother, who seemed perfectly calm, and answered his ques- 
tions without even raising his voice. There was nothing to 
justify Jean-Louis’s anxiety. AH the same, he very nearly did 
not get out of the railway carriage: in which he had installed 
Yves, when the potter came along shutting the doors. 

As soon as they were through the Lortnont tunnels, Yves 
felt that he could breathe more freely. He was on his way back 
to “her”. Each turn of the wheels helped to shorten the distance 
between them. They had agreed to meet at eleven o’clock next 
morning in an underground bar, at the comer of one of the 
Avenues, close to the Etoile. This time he was expecting the 
worst, and so was armed against disappointment. No matter 
what she might say or do, he was about to see her again. So long 
as he had something to look forward to, some meeting arranged 
for, he could go on living. But he must make his times of seeing 
her more frequent tiu.i dicy had been during the year just past. 
He would say: “I find myself gasping for breath rather sooner 
than I used to. You mustn’t c -.pcct me to remain out of water 
for too long. In >00 I live, and breatlie and have my being.” 
She would smile. She knewjthat Yves had no particular liking 
for travellers’ tales, and would eut short what she had to tell 
him about the cruise. ‘I will make her imderstand diat human 
geography is the only geography I find interesting : that it’s not 
the views she’s seen that I cate about, but the people she’s met 
in the course of these three months. No doubt there’ll turn out 
to have been fewer of them tharf I think. . . . She says there’s 
nothing more important in her life than me. Nevertheless, she’s 
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sunroundcd by adoring males. — Who was it she was going 
about with last year? . . He fumbled about with his feet for 
the bloodstained tracks which lay across the last twelve months. 
He scratched at himself like a leper, waking old jealousies, 
making old scabs bleed again. He was rushing on towards a 
city which had nothing in common with the Paris in which, 
only one week ago, Xavier Frontenac had died so horribly. 

“Darhng, must you look at your watch? We’ve been togetlicr 
for exactly ten minutes, and already you’re worrying about the 
time. You just live for the momait when I shan’t be T^itli 
you! • 

“Can’t we have a little let-up from complaints and re- 
proaches? . . . TeU me, do you think I’m lookmg brown?” 

He thought it tactful to praise her suit and her fox-fiir. She 
was duly pleased. He let her go on for quite a while about the 
Balearic Islands. StiU, on three separate occasions, he had 
alrt'ady made her say that slie had met no one of any interest 
to her - except her former husband, whom she had run into in 
Marseilles. They had had lunch together, like a couple of old 
friends. . . . He was becoming more and more wedded to his 
drugs, and had had to hurry away to get a pipe of opium 
... just couldn’t do without it. 

“And what about you, Yves, my pet?” 

All the time he was speaking she was busy with her face, 
reddening her lips, dabbing her cij^ceks with powder. When he 
told her about Uncle Xavier’s death, she asked, witliout any 
particular show of interest, whether it would make any 
“difference” to liim. 

“He had made over most of his fortune to us in his lifetime.” 

“Then there’s nothing particularly exciting about Iiis death, 
is there?” 

There was no spitefulness in the words. . . . He’d have to 
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start on a whole string of explanations . . . introduce her into 
a whole world of memories, a universe of mystery. ... A 
woman joined the young man who had been sitting alone at 
the table opposite. They kissed. There were two or diree men 
sitting at the bar. None of them turned round. Motor-buses 
were rumbling up the Avenue. The electric lights were on. 
There was nothing to show that it was morning. She was eating 
cold potato-chips, one by one. 

“I’m hungry,” she said. 

“Lunch any good to you? . . . \fhcn can we make a date? - 
tomorrow? . . 

“Let me think . . . tomorrow? . . . four o'clock I’ve got a 
fitting . . . six . . . no, not tomorrow . . . how about Thursday?” 

“Three days from now?” he said, and his voice soimdcd 
mdifFcrent. Three days and three nights out of her Ufc about 
which he would know nothing, days and nights filled with 
people who were strangers to him, with incidents which would 
remain for ever hidden firom him. ... He had believed himself 
to be prepared for just such a situation, had thought he would 
feel no surprise. But pain is unforeseeable. For months and 
months he had grown breathless in pursuit of her. Three 
months’ pause, and here was the old dance beginning all ovei 
agam. But the circumstances were different now. He was all-in, 
done up. He wouldn’t be ab.o to stick the pace. She rcahzed 
that he was suffenng, and took his hand. He did not withdraw 
it. She asked him what he was thinking about." He said: 

“I was thinking of Respide. The other day, after my uncle’s 
fimeral, I went there alone ftom Preignac. My brother had gone 
straight back to Bordeaux, with my sisters. I ha^ the house 
opened up for me. I went into tlie drawing-room. It was full 
of damp-rot and smelled of mould and decaying floor-boards. 
The shutters were closed. ... I lay down at full length on the 
chintz sola in the half-hght. I could feel the coldness of the wall 



172 THE FRONTENAC MYStfeRY 

against my cheek. I shut my eyes and tried to imagine that I 
was lying there between my mother and my uncle. . . 

“Yves, you do say the most abominable things! . . 

“Never had I so completely succeeded in getting into the 
very skin of death. The walls were thick, the room like some 
cavern hidden away at the heart of that remote estate . . . night 
. . . and all around me, li& strctcliing to infinity. ... I was at 
peace . . . peace, darling, think of diat! . . . finished with the 
urgency of love . . . Why arc we always taught to dread 
annihilation? . . . The really awful thing is to believe, against 
all evidence, in Ufe eternal! To five eternally would be to lose 
the refine of nothingness.” 

He saw that she was furtively glancing at her wrist-watch. 

She said: 

“Yves, I really must rush. . . . We’d better not be seen 
leaving togetlicr. Thtursday, then? . . . Shall we say seven 
o’clock at my place? . . . no, half-past . . . no, better make it 
a quarter to eight. . . .” 

“No,” said he, laughing: “it shall be eight o’clock!” 


XXI 

Y ves was still lauglung as he walked down tlie Champs- 
Elysdes. There was nothing forced or bitter about his 
laughter. The sound was so frank and so free that people 
turned to look at him. ... It was only just after noon, and he 
had climbed the stairs fiom the d’Orsay station in the early 
hours of the morning. In that*brief space of time he had drained 
to the dr^s the delight of seeing her again to which he had 
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been looking forward for three whole months. And now, here 

he was, wandering the streets It really was.a “scream”, as 

she was so fond of saying. The gay mood was still with him 
as he dropped on to a bench at the Rond-Point. He felt as much 
done up as though he had walked all the way from his native 
heaths. He was conscious of no pain, but only of a feeling of 
exhaustion. Never had die object of his love seemed to him so 
utterly worthless as now, when he had been kicked out of her 
life and trodden under foot, as now, when he was fouled and 
finished. Nevertheless, his love was>still there. It was like a mill, 
grinding away - on nothing. He had stopped laugliing now. 
His mind withdrew into itself, concentratihg upon this strange 
torment in a non-existent world. He was living through riiose 
moments known to all lovers when, with frms still clasped 
across dicir breasts, as diougli what they have been embracing 
has not really vanished, they strain to their hearts, quite literally 
- nothing. On this mild, warm noon of October, seated on a 
bench .it the Rond-Point des Champs-Elysces, the last of the 
Frontcnacs could sec no future of any kind waiting for him 
beyond the Chevaux de Marly. Once past them, he could not 
say, for the life of him, whether he would turn to tight or left, 
or go straight on to Jie Tmlerics and enter the mouse-trap of 
the Louvre. 

All aroimd him c.us and pc jple swirled and mingled, break- 
ing into different streams at the meeting-place of the Avenues. 
He felt as utterly alone as he had done once in thit narrow clear- 
ing, walled in with fiirzc and bracken, where, in his untamed 
childhood, he had loved to hide. The unbroken roar of the 
streets sounded to him like the sweet boistcrousnesjt of Nature, 
and the passers-by seemed stranger in Iiis eyes than the pines of 
Bourideys, the summits of which had once looked down at a 
tiny Frontenac snuggling at their feet in a thickness of under- 
brush. Today, these men and women were like flies above the 
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heatho', like hoverii^ dragonflies. Now and again, one of them 
would settle at his side, rub against his sleeve, then, widiout 
even seeing him, take flight again. How muffled, now, and 
distant had that voice become which once had followed this 
young Frontenac into his secret hut. But, however muted, he 
could hear it still. Now he could clearly see - so said the voice - 
all the obstructed paths which once liad been foretold, the 
passions from which there could be no escape. . . . Better turn 
back . . . turn in his tracks — . But how is it possible to turn 
in one’s tracks when strength is spent? To trudge back all that 
way? - what a climb! and what was there waiting at the end 
of it? Yves was a windcrer now upon the earth, freed from all 
human labour. No work was demanded of him. He had 
finished his task before tfle hour struck, had handed in Ins fiiir 
copy, and gone off to play. His only occupation was to note, 
day by day, the reactions of a mind wholly without employ- 
ment. He could liave done no more, and the world demanded 
no more of him. Which, among the thousands of tasks that set 
these human ants swarming about his bench, could have served 
his purpose? Ah, better far to die of hunger. . . . “Yet, you 
know well,” the voice insisted, “that you were created to carry 
through an exhausting labour, and to diat labour you would 
have submitted, body and soul, because it would not liavc 
turned you from the deep-running life of love. That is tlie one 
form of work in all tlie world which would in no wise have 
diverted you from love, which, ai; every moment, would have 
made love mamfest and joined you to all men in charity. . . .” 
Yves shook liis head, and cried: “Oh, dear God, let me be!” 

He got ^p, and walked the short distance to the Metro 
entrance, dose to the Grand Palais. He leaned upon the 
balustrade. It was the hour when the work-rooms all fill up 
again, when the Metro sucks in and vomits forth a crowd of 
ants with human faces. For a long while, Yves, with fascinated 
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gaze, foUowcd this it^urgitation, this spewing out, of human 
cxeatuzes. A day was coming - he felt sure of it, and, firom the 
depths of his despair and weariness, he called upon it - when 
all men and women would be forced to obey this tidal rhythm, 
all, without one single exception. What Jean-Louis called the 
“social question” would be present no longer to the finer 
spirits among mankind. . . . Yves thought: ‘I must live to see 
that day when the lock-gates will open and close at stated 
intervals before the human flood. When that time comes, no 
inherited fortimc will make it possible for any Frontcnac to 
stand aloof on pretext of thinking, of indulging in despair, of 
writing a Journal, of praying, of achieving a personal salvation. 
The people of the lower depths will have triumphed over all 
human values. Yes, the human being, as sucR, will have been 
destroyed, and with his destruction will have disappeared that 
torment and that dear delight which we call love. No longer 
will those lunatics exist who can see infinity within tlie finite. 
What joy to tliink that the time may be close at hand when all 
the Froutcnacs - for want of air that they can breathe - will 
have vanished from the earth: when no creattire will exist who 
can even imagine what I, at this moment, am fecHng, as I lean 
upon this Metro balustrade - this stale sickness of sentiment, 
this over-chewed cud of brooding on what site, since first I 
knew her, may have said to make me believe that she still 
clings to me - as the sick mati, from among the many things 
his doctor may have said, isolates just those which once gave 
him hope, which now he knows by heart (but no longer have 
they any power over him, dwell on them though he may . . .) 

Beyond the Chevaux de Marly he could see nothing more 
to do than lay him down and sleep. Death had no meaning for 
liiin, poor sad immortal. On that side the road was barred. A 
Frontcnac knows that into nothingness no way leads out, and 
that a guard has been set at the door of the tomb. In the world 



THE FRONTENAC MYSTERY 


176 

he was inugining, the world he saw, and felt must come, no 
man would be haunted by the temptation of death, because the 
human race of that future date, weighed down by Uves labori- 
ous and Med with busyness, will seem aUve but be already dead. 
For to have the choice between life and death, a man must be 
an individual, different from other men, bearing his own exist- 
ence in his hands, capable of measuring its scope, of judging it 
with lucid glance beneath the watchful eye of God. 

It amused him to think of these things. ... He made a 
promise to himsdf that he IVould tell Jean-Louis all he lud been 
thinking as he had hung above the entrance to the Metro. What 
fun it would be tft see his brother’s surprised face, as Yves 
described to him the nature of that revolution to come which 
would be accomplished in the secret places of the heart, achiev- 
ing a dissociation in nun’s nature, so that, m the end, he 
would be turned into something resembhng one of the hymen- 
optera - a bee, an ant. . . . No centuries-old park would ever 
again stretch branches over one single and continuity family. 
The pine-trees on the old estates would not in future watch, 
year after year, always the same children grow, nor, in the thin, 
pure frees gazing upwards at their crests, recognize the features 
of their fathers and their grandfrthers before them. ... It was 
because he was so tired, thought YVes, that liis mind was 
wandering like this. How wonderful it would be to sleep ! The 
question now for him was not of life or death, but only of 
sleep. He hailed a taxi, and, as he drove, fingered m his pocket 
a tiny bottle. He held it close to his eyes. It was pure pleasure to 
decipher on its label the imgic formula: Allylisopropylacetylurea 
C phetiyIditt(ethylpyrazolme a a, gr i-6. 

All through those same hours, Jean-Louis, seated opposite 
Madeleine at table, standing, while he hastily swallowed his 
coffee, at the wheel of his car, in his office, as he sat watching 



THE FRONTENAC MYSTERY 


177 


his clerk Janin who was making a report to him, kept on saying 
to himself- ‘Yves is not in danger: iVc no reason whatever to 
be anxious. Yesterday evening in the train he seemed calmer 
than I have seen him for a long time . . . that’s what worries 
me . . . that cahnness . . From somewhere in the docks he 
could hear the puffing of a locomotive. Why should he let this 
business appointment keep him horn going ? - he could explain 
it all to Janin. Here he was in the room with him : a man with 
plenty of initiative, and passionately anxious to get his chance. 
Already liis bright, observant efes were trying to make 
out what Jean-Louis was thinking, to get just one step 
ahead of liim . . . and quite suddenly, Jeab-Louis knew with 
absolute certainty that he would start that night for Paris. By 
tomorrow he would be there. The ^owledgc brought back 
his peace of mind. It was as though tlie unknown power 
which, since the previous evening, had had him by the 
throat, now knew it could relax its grip, because he would 
obey. 


XXII 

F rom the bottom of a 6gcp pit Yves could, hear, infinitely 
far away, a bell ringing. The confused idea came to him 
that it was the telephone. Somebody was caUing him from 
Bordeaux to say tliat his mother had been taken iU JJthough he 
knew she had been dead for more than a year). A short while 
ago she had been in this very room. She had visited it only once 
in her life (she had come from Bordeaux to see Yves. She had 
wanted, she said» to be able to visualize his surroundings when 

M 
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she thought of him). She had never come again - imtil last 
night. Yves could see her still, as he had seen her in the arm- 
chair by his bed, her hands idle, since she was dead. The dead 

can neither knit nor speak. But her lips had moved. She 

had had something urgent to impart, but could not make her- 
self heard. She had come in, as she always used to do at 
Bourideys, when there was something on her mind, without 
knocking, just pressing the handle gently down, and pushing 
the door open with her body, lost in her preoccupation, not 
noticing that she might, ^rhaps, be interrupting him in his 
reading or his writing, in his sleep or in a fit of tears. . . . 
There she had stodd, yet, somebody was telephoning from 
Bordeaux to tell him she was dead. He gazed at her in anguish, 
striving to catch upon her lips the something she wanted to say, 
and could not. . . . The ringing went on and on. What should 
he answer ? Then the front door banged, and he heard the voice 
of the daily woman: “Lucky I’ve got a key. . . .” Then, the 
other voice, Jean-Louis’s (but he’s in Bordeaux) . . . “He looks 
very peaceful . . . he’s sleeping quite quietly . . . no, the bottle’s 
almost full, he can’t have taken very much. . . .’’ Jean-Louis 
was in Bordeaux, but, at the same time, he was here, in this 
room. Yves gave him a reassuring smile: 

“HuUo, old man ...” 

“Wlut are you doing in Paris? . . .” 

“Some business brought me up . . .” 

Life flowed in on Yves from every side. Slowly it made its 

way in as the tide of sleep receded .He remembered now: 

what cowardice! -three tablets! Jean-Louis was asking him 
what was yvroi^. Yves made no attempt to pretend. Pretence 
was beyond his powers: strength had drained from him like 
blood from a wound. All the circumstances of the time just 
past came suddenly to focus. Two days ago he had been in 
Bordeaux: yesterday morning, in the little bar. Then had 
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followed those hours of madness . . . and now, here was Jean- 
Louis. 

“But how did you maii^ge to get away? ... I thought this 
was the day of the big deal? . . .” 

Jean-Louii shook his head. “A sick, man musm’t worry his 
head over things hke that.” 

And Yves: 

“No, I’m not feverish - just knocked-up, all in. . . .” 

Jean-Louis had taken his wrist, and now, with his eye on his 
watch, was counting the pulse-bcaA, as inamma used to do in 
the days of their childliood illnesses. Then, with a gesttne - 
which also recalled their mother - the elde#brother pushed the 
hair back from Yves’s forehead, so as to make sure that he 
really was not feverish - perhaps, too, in orSer to reveal the 
younger man’s face, to see his features clearly: and also, who 
knows ? in a simple access of tenderness. 

“Don’t get agitated,” said Jean-Louis : “don’t talk.” 

“You’ll stay with me, won’t you?” 

“Yes, I’ll stay.” 

“Sit down: no, not on the bed: bring up the arm- 
cliair.” 

Neither of them moved. The confused soimds of the autumn 
morning disturbed them not at all. Now and again, Yves, 
opening his eyes, saw his brother’s serious, honest face marked 
with the strain and weariness of the night. Jean-Louis, freed 
from the anxious brooding vrliich had been gnawing at him 
for the last two days, had yielded at last to the deep sense of 
peace which flowed over him as he sat beside the bed in which 
his younger brother lay aUve and well. About noc^, he ate a 
hurried meal without leaving Ae room. The day seemed to be 
rvuming throt^h his fingers like sand through an hour-glass. 
Suddenly, Ae telephone bell starte'd to ring. . . . The sick man 
showed signs of restlessness. Jean-Louis laid his finger to his 
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lips and slipped into the adjoining dressing-room. Yves had a 
happy feeling that evcrythii^ now was out of his hands. It was 
for others to get him out of the mess. Jean-Louis would arrange 
everything. 

“. . . . Bordeaux? . . , that you, Dussol? . . . yes, it’s me 
speaking ... I can hear you . . I can’t hdp it . . . couldn’t 
put off this trip. . . . No, Janin’s acting for me ... of course 
. . . he’s got my instructions . . . well, it can’t be helped . . . 
yes, I know . . . more than a hundred thousand francs . . . just 
too bad. . . .” 

“He’s hung up,” said Jean-Louis, coming back into the 
bedroom. 

He sat down again by the bed. Yves began to question him. 
Was it because of him that the deal about whicli Dussol had 
been speaking had misfired ? His brother reassured him. He had 
taken all the necessary steps before leaving. It was a good sign 
that Yves was showing anxiety, that he wanted to know, for 
instance, whether Josefa had got the cheque which they had 
decided to send her. 

“Would you believe it, old man, she actually sent it 
back. . . .” 

“I always said it wasn’t enough. . . .” 

“You’re barking up die wrong tree. She sent it back because 
she thought it was too much. Uncle Xavier had given her a 
hundred thousand francs in hard cash. . . . She wrote me a 
letter in which she said that he had felt very guilty about the 
money, and couldn’t get the idea out of his mind that he had 
deprived ns of it. She doesn’t want to do anything that might 
be contrai;^ to his wishes. All the poor creature asks is to be 
allowed to send us her good wishes each New Year’s day. She 
says she hopes 1 will let her have news of the &mily and that 1 
will advise her about her investments.” 

“What securities did Uncle Xavier buy for her?” 
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“Lombards Anciens and Noblesse Russe, thiee and a half pec 
cent. There’s nothing for her to worry about. . . 

“Is she livii^ at Niort^th her daughter?” 

“Yes . . . and, oh, by tne way, she wants to keep our photo- 
graphs. Marie and Dani^e don’t quite, like the idea, but she lus 
promised not to display them, but to keep them in the glass- 
fronted wardrobe. . . . What do you think?” 

It was Jean-Louis’s opinion that the humble josefa had 
entered into the Frontenac mystery, and now formed part of 
it. Nothing, he thought, from no^fr on, could break her con- 
nexion with it. Beyond any doubt, she was entitled to her 
photographs and to her New Year’s wishjfs. . . . 

“Look here, Jean-Louis, whenjos^ hasi finished his military 
service. I’m all for our living together, smuggling up like 
puppies in a basket. . . .” (He knew that this could never be.) 

“Like when we used tp put our napkins on our heads, and 
play at ‘Communities’, in the small room, remember?” 

“How extraordinary to think that that room still exists. Life 
marches on . . . 'but Bourideys, at least, hasn’t changed.” 

“A lot of timber has been cut,” said Jean-Louis. . . . “In the 
Lassus direction there’s been quite a clean sweep . . . and all 
along the road, too. . . . Try to imagine the mill, with not a 
tree standing. ...” • 

“There’ll always be the pines in the park.” 

“They’re rotting where they stand. . . . Every year a few of 
them die.” 

Yves sighed: 

“The Frontenac pines, wearing awav like human flesh and 
blood.” 

“Yves, what d’you say to' our going back to Bourideys 
together?” 

Yves made no reply. He was trying to remember what 
Bourideys would bp looking like at that moment. The evening 
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breeze must be dashing the high tops of the pines together, then 
tearing them apart, then once more making a tangle of tbeir 
branches, as though the shackled tre^had private things to say 
to one another, and secrets to shower upon the earth. . . . 
A&er the shower, the forest would be filled with the sound 
of rain-drops. . . . They would go out upon the terrace to 
sniff the autumn evening. . . . But, if Bourideys, for Yves, 
existed sdU, it was only as his mother, while he lay dreaming, 
had existed. She had seemed to be living, though he knew her 
to be dead. In BourideyS today nothing was left but the 
abandoned chrysalis of childhood and of love. How could he 
express such feehngi even to the brother who dwelt so deeply 
in his heart? He protested lamely, that it would be difficult for 
them to remain long together. 

“You couldn’t wait until I was cured.” 

Jean-Louis did not ask - “cured of what?” (He knew that he 
should have phrased it, “cured of whom?”) It amazed him to 
think that so many young and charming beings, like Yves, 
could know love only in the form of suffering. For them it is 
no more than a tormenting fantasy. . . . But to Jean-Louis love 
seemed a simple and an easy thing . . . yet, if God did not 
command his highest loyalty! . . . He was deeply fond of 
Madeleine, and took Communion every Sunday: yet, twice 
already, once with a girl in the office, once with one of his 
wife’s fidends, he had folt that a rather special link existed . . . 
had been conscious of something to which he was only too 
ready to respond. ... He had had to pray hard, but even so 
was not at all sure that he had not been guilty of tlie sin of 
desire ... for how is it always possible to distinguish tempta- 
tion foom oesire? Holding his brother’s hand in the lampUght, 
he gazed with sad siurprise at the £ice so seamed with pain, at 
the clenched jaw, at all the tell-tale marks of exhaustion and 
fotigue. 



THB FRONTENAC MYSTERY 


183 

Perhaps Yves would have been pleased if Jean-Louis had 
questioned lum. But the shyness between them was too strong. 
Jean-Louis would have l^cd to say - “your W 9 rlc; . . but to 
have done so would haveTjecn to risk woundip^ him. Besides, 
he felt confusedly, that his brother’s work, if it were to flower 
into supreme achievement, must ever be the expression of 
despair. . . . He knew by heart the poem in which Yves, 
when little more than a child, had told how, if he were to be 
torn from silence, he would need, as did the pines of Bourideys, 
the wild West vrind, and an infinity of torment. 

Jean-Louis would have liked to say : “a home ... a wife . . . 
other Frontenac children. . . .” Above all,iie would have liked 
to speak to him of God, but dared not. 

A little later (darkness had already fallenj, he leaned over 
Yves, whose eyes were closed, and was surprised to sec him 
snule, to hear liim murnvir that he was not asleep. Jean-Louis 
was rejoiced to see the tenderness and calm which lit the gaze 
that held his own so long. He would have liked to know what 
it was that Yves was thinking. He could not know that what 
produced that smile was the happiness Yves felt that he was not 
to die in solitude. No, never would he die alone. Wherever it 
might be that deadi would find him, he beUeved, he knew, 
that his elder brother 'would be with him, holding his hand, 
and going with him as far as it is possible for another hutnan 
being to go, to the brink of the great darkness. 

Far away, in the country of the Frontenacs and the 
Peloueyrcs, beyond the lost lands where the tracks end, the 
moon was shinii^ on the drenched and spotty heath. It kept 
its state especially in that clearing of the trees, left free by the 
resinous growths, around som6 five or six huge oaks, very old 
and very gnarled, giant children of the earth. There it was still 
possible for the slashed and wounded pines to raise their heads 
Heavenwards. Drotvsy sheep-bells were tinkling at intervals in 
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the pastures, known as the “pare dc THomme”, where one of 
the Frontcnac shepherds was spending the October darkness. 
But for the occ?sional cry of some proy/Hng animal of the night, 
and the jolting of a passing wagon, no sound broke the murmur 
of the breeze as it passed on from pine to pine, firoiA the distant 
brink of ocean, travelling along the dense network of their 
branches. Within the hut, empty of sportsmen till the dawn 
should break, blinded pigeons, set there as decoys, fluttered 
their wings and suffered pangs of thirst and hunger. A flight of 
cranes creaked its way acros's the Ughter spaces of the sky. From 
within the dark mystery of the Tcchoueyre marshes, with their 
reedy, turf-ringed pwls, sounded the whirring flap of water- 
birds. Old Frontenaoi and Pdloueyres, waking from the sleep 
of death in that corner of the world, would have seen no sign 
of change. The old oaks, fed for two centuries on the secret 
juices of the soil, were enjoying, at th’s very moment, a second, 
and more ephemeral, hfe in the mind of a young man lying m 
a Paris room with his brother fondly watching him. It was 
under the shade of tliose trees, thought Yves, that a great pit 
should have been dug, and in it piled and jumbled the bodies of 
all the Frontenac wives and husbands, of the Frontenac brothers 
and uncles, of the Frontenac sons. Only thus could the family 
have won the solace of one vast embrace, could have been 
mixed for ever with that much-loved earth, could have lain at 
home in nothingness. 

Around, bent all in the same d-rection by the sca-wmd, and 
offering to the West their ram-black bark, the pines would ever 
reach towards the sky, and strain and stretch. Each would have 
its wound ^ different from the wounds of all the others (each 
one of us knows why he bleeds). And he, Yves Frontenac, like 
them, wounded, and rooted like them in the drifting sand, but 
a free being with full hberty to tear himself adrift, should he so 
wish, from the world of the living, had chosen vainly to moan. 
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to stay^ one in the confused tangle of the human forest. Yet 
all his ^tures were of supplication, and all his,^ries were still 
addressed to somebody.' 

He remembered his mother’s worn face or/ one September 
evening at Bourideys, and how her eyes had sought for God 
behind the topmost branches, “Tell me, Yves, you who know 
so much ... do the spirits in Heaven still think of those they 
have left behind upon the earth ?” Since she could not imagihe 
a world in which her sons had ceased to be the very heart of her 
heart, Yves had promised Her that* all separate loves would be 
perfected in one perfect love, single md absolute. And now, 
tonight, after many yean, the words whi/i he had uttered for 
her comfort, came back into his meniory. Jean-Louis was 
sleeping. The night lamp shed a glow upon"his gracious face. 
Oh, bond of die divine! Oh, mark of God’s parentage! Never 
would the Frontcnac mystery know corruption, for it was one 
beam of the Eternal Love refracted through the prism of a 
Race. The impossible union of wives and husbands, of sons and 
brothers, would, before long, be consummated. The last pines 
of Bourideys would see moving, not at their feet along the 
ride that led to the Great Oak, but far above their highest 
branches, a mother and her fnc children now made for ever 


one. 



